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Christina Silver       Abstract
ABSTRACT
This thesis presents a comparative exploration of the historical development and provision of 
school-based sex education within England and Wales and the Netherlands -  countries which 
have experienced significantly differing rates of unintended pregnancy to women aged under 20 
over several decades. In conducting a case-study comparison of one school in each country, it 
highlights substantive differences in school-based sex education and in attitudes towards 
sexuality between the two countries and provides an interpretation of the influences upon and 
implications arising from them. As such, it demonstrates some of the reasons why school-based 
sex education is inadequate in England and Wales in comparison to the Netherlands and 
discusses the extent to which the experiences of the Netherlands can be utilised to inform policy 
in England and Wales.
The thesis approaches the issues from a different perspective than has previously been the 
case when considering school-based sex education; paying particular attention to the wider 
socio-political context in which policies have been developed and implemented and school- 
based sex education has been provided rather than evaluating the relative merits of provision in 
the two countries. As such, the research process was inherently explorative and a comparison of 
the provision of school-based sex education at one school in each country has been used as a 
case-study to illustrate cultural and contextual differences between the two countries.
Sources of data used to inform the thesis include focus-groups conducted with young people 
with experience of living in both countries concerning their perceptions of the similarities and 
differences between the two countries; in-depth interviews with young people living in each 
country concerning their experience and evaluation of school-based sex education; interviews 
with Teachers involved in providing sex education at the two schools; and various forms of 
documentary evidence, including government legislation and guidance relating to the provision 
of school-based sex education and materials used within the classroom.
These different sources of data combine to illustrate the historical development of a strikingly 
different socio-political climate which has framed the debate on a national level and influenced 
the provision of school-based sex education on a local level. Whereas political debate around 
the issue of school-based sex education has been largely absent in the Netherlands, it remains 
highly controversial and contested in England and Wales, with a plethora of sometimes 
confusing and misleading guidance documents being published. The nature and extent of 
differences in debate around the issues is understood in terms of the role of the respective 
governments and the perception of young people and their sexuality.
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The comparison of the provision and experience of school-based sex education at one school in 
each country demonstrates the extent to which these wider contexts and debates may filter 
down to the school level and affect provision in practice. In particular are the concerns 
expressed by a number of English schools approached to take part in the research which clearly 
reflect the politicised and emotive nature of wider debates. Additionally, interview respondents 
living in England were more dissatisfied with the school-based sex education they had received 
than their Dutch counterparts. This dissatisfaction is seen particularly in terms of the content of 
school-based sex education and the way it is taught.
The most significant ‘lesson’ from the Dutch approach and experience is therefore generic rather 
than specific -  rather than ‘borrowing’ particular policies from the Netherlands to implement in 
this country, the thesis argued for a more fundamental cultural shift in socio-political attitudes 
towards young people and their sexuality; whereby interventions are informed directly by the 
contemporary sexual health needs of young people themselves, rather than a contested 
politicised process.
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION
Although sexual behaviour is arguably the most fundamental and natural aspect of human contact, in 
many societies it tends to raise intense reactions when discussed in public, particularly when in relation 
to young people. As such, the way in which we teach young people about these issues can cause 
controversy. In England and Wales, this is heightened partly as a result of comparatively high rates of 
‘teenage pregnancy’ and parenthood, and therefore discussion of school-based sex education has often 
been inextricably linked to these issues.
In order for (young) people to make informed choices about their sexual relationships, they require 
information about sex, sexuality, contraception and a range of related issues. Such information can be 
gained from a variety of sources, including parents, peers and the mass media. Schools, however, 
constitute the most formalised means in which so-called ‘developed societies’ pass-on such information 
to their young citizens because the vast majority of young people in these countries attend school for a 
significant period of their lives. As such, whilst clearly only one way in which young people learn about 
sexuality and contraception, considering the nature of school-based sex education offers an insight into 
the way a society perceives sexual behaviour generally, and particularly, the sexuality of its young 
people.
This thesis contributes to the fields of ‘teenage pregnancy’ and school-based sex education by 
conducting cross-national comparative research into the culture, politics and practice of school-based 
sex education in two countries, which have experienced significantly different rates of conceptions to 
‘teenage’ women over the last four decades -  namely, England and Wales and the Netherlands. It 
moves beyond existing understandings of the provision of school-based sex education by focussing 
specifically on the its historical development and the socio-political and cultural contexts in which it has 
been approached. It illustrates that the content and delivery of school-based sex education in the 
Netherlands and England and Wales has been directly related to a number of cultural, political and 
historical factors, peculiar to each country. As such, whilst it is useful to consider the Dutch approach as 
a means by which to inform the debate in this country, rather than advocating ‘borrowing’ specific Dutch 
policies, the thesis argues that a more fundamental cultural shift in attitude is required in order to 
successfully achieve and maintain a reduction in unintended conceptions amongst young women in 
England and Wales. The formal approach to the provision of information relating to sexuality and 
contraception through schools constitutes an integral part of this process.
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This Chapter introduces the thesis by placing its focus and approach within the wider policy framework 
and debates around the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’. As discussed in Chapter 3, however, cultural, 
societal and political characteristics are located in various places and operate in various ways and are 
therefore difficult to pin down, to determine their influence and to directly compare between countries. 
These factors shaped both the initial conceptualisation of the research problem and the subsequent 
development of the empirical approach, and the thesis has been written to reflect this process. As such, 
it should be viewed as the product of an organic and multi-directional process in which each Chapter 
contributes to a growing portrait of the characterising elements of each country’s historical approach to 
school-based sex education. Whilst each Chapter addresses a particular element of the interpretation, 
neither the research process nor the thesis itself is linear. Rather, as a reflection of both the nature of 
the subject matter and the process of reaching the theoretical interpretation, many of the issues raised 
in this Chapter are revisited and further explored at various points during the remaining Chapters.
Section 1.1. introduces ‘teenage pregnancy’ as a culturally specific phenomenon and defines the thesis’ 
conceptualisation of it as an important focus for research. Section 1.2. discusses the way in which the 
issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ has been constructed as problematic in England and Wales, illustrating 
that a moral conceptualisation of the relationship between age and pregnancy is key. Section 1.3. 
discusses school-based sex education as a factor in ‘teenage pregnancy’, illustrating that it acts as both 
a key determinant and political response to the ‘problem’, concluding with an outline of the focus of the 
remaining Chapters.
1.1. Teenage pregnancy' as a culturally specific phenomenon
When the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ is raised -  whether in lay conversation, in the media, in political 
debate or in research reports -  the first observation which is made often relates to its relative incidence. 
As such, that England and Wales has consistently experienced amongst the highest rates of ‘teenage 
pregnancy’ in the international context over the last 30 years is a well known and well documented 
‘fact’. As such, there often exists an implicit assumption that comparatively high rates are undesirable in 
some way. As this thesis illustrates, however, upon closer analysis it becomes clear that, perhaps more 
importantly, the experience of and response to the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ varies considerably 
within and between different countries. As such, the conceptualisation, experience and approach 
towards the various factors which impact upon ‘teenage pregnancy’ are culturally specific, and it is this 
understanding which underlies the thesis’ approach.
At the most basic level this is indeed seen in comparative live birth, abortion and approximated 
pregnancy rates, whereby different countries are shown to have experienced varying patterns over 
time, and as such, in the statistical sense, the experience of ‘teenage pregnancy’ differs along the 
national boundaries for which statistics are collected (see Section 1.2. below). As such, embarking
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upon a research project which considers school-based sex education as a factor in ‘unintended 
conceptions amongst young women, ‘teenage pregnancy’ is by definition seen to be problematic in 
some sense. However, the sense in which this is seen to be the case varies according to the way young 
people and the issues involved are conceptualised, and it is therefore necessary to be explicit in this 
regard at the outset. In doing so, the first point to consider is the usage of certain terms.
Defining ‘teenage pregnancy’ is not straightforward due to the fact that the term ‘teenage’ and other 
terms used to refer to the issue, such as ‘adolescent’, ‘young’, ‘early’ etc. are vague and often used to 
refer to different age groups of young people. In its widest meaning ‘teenage’ refers to all young people 
in their ‘teens’ -  i.e. between 13 and 19. However, previous studies concerning ‘teenage mothers’ have 
variously focused on all those under 20 years (Simms & Smith 1986); those aged between 16-19 
(Phoenix 1991); those aged 17 and under (Francombe 1993) and those aged under 16 (Russel 1968). 
As Peckham argues, however:
“it is questionable...whether ‘teenage pregnancy’ is a problem by definition. In reality it is merely 
a descriptive term as there are considerable differences in pregnancy, abortion and birth rates 
between younger and older teenage women" (1992:18).
As such, it may be misleading to make generalisations or assumptions concerning ‘teenagers’ or 
‘teenage pregnancies’ as a whole (Peckham 1992:19). Indeed, there is in fact very little which can be 
said about the causes or experience of ‘teenage pregnancy’ in general -  partly because of differing 
rates between age groups, but also because “there is a world of difference in emotional and physical 
maturity between a 13 year old and a 19 year old, and the implications of sexual activity and pregnancy 
for each of them are very different” (Bury 1984:1). Therefore, “care must be taken in 
comparing...studies, especially where they appear to offer different accounts of the causes and 
outcomes of teenage pregnancy" (Selman & Glendinning 1996:203). Indeed, the perceived ‘problem’ of 
‘teenage pregnancy’ is arguably heightened for those ‘teenage’ women who become pregnant under 
the age of 16 in England and Wales because of the corresponding age of consent for sexual 
intercourse -  which is added reason why using the term ‘teenage pregnancy’ to describe all 
pregnancies to those aged between 13 and 19 is problematic and often confusing.
Additionally, the conceptualisation of young people’s sexuality as socially undesirable or problematic is 
culturally specific, and largely a Western phenomenon. For example:
“There have been happy child brides throughout history and in some cultures early sex is 
encouraged. In some parts of Africa children are expected to indulge in sex ‘play’ before puberty 
in order to learn about sex at a ‘safe’ time before they can get pregnant" (Birch 1992:13).
Christina Silver______________ ________ _____________ _______________________________________ Oh 1. Introduction
“Many countries in the Developing World have much higher rates of teenage pregnancy than 
the US [or, indeed, England and Wales] but do not regard this as a problem; in these countries 
teenage pregnancy is the norm, both statistically and morally" (MacIntyre & Cunningham-Burley 
1993:62).
However, in Western societies, and particularly when the pregnancy is conceived before the legal age 
of consent for heterosexual intercourse, ‘teenage’ pregnancy and parenthood may be difficult issues for 
a society to confront. Indeed, combining a term which implies youthfulness, such as ‘teenage’ or 
‘adolescent’, with that of motherhood may result in those mothers being stigmatised, because the two 
terms are mutually exclusive:
“Since motherhood requires maturity, the implication is that ‘young mothers’ are really too young 
to be mothers. The terms ‘teenage/young/adolescent’ in conjunction with the word ‘mother’ [or 
indeed ‘pregnancy’] thus have negative connotations about the ability of those who become 
mothers in their teenage years" (Phoenix 1991:6).
As a result of these factors, loaded terminology such as ‘teenage’, ‘adolescent’ etc., is avoided 
throughout the thesis in preference for the term ‘young people’. Although this term is as vague as the 
more often used alternatives, it is more neutral and therefore, when used to describe pregnancy and 
parenthood is less stigmatising.
Concern about the comparatively high rates, however, is also related to the potential adverse social and 
health effects that ‘teenage’ parenthood has been found to be associated with, many of which are 
clearly related to social exclusion. For example, negative health effects on mother and child; poverty; 
failure to complete education or training; welfare dependency and homelessness. However, ‘teenage’ 
pregnancy and parenthood is often also assumed to be problematic in terms which are clearly more 
morally loaded -  too early sexual activity; role-confusion (‘school-girl mothers’); precipitating early, 
unstable, marriages; threatening the institution of the nuclear family (as related to age-appropriate 
behaviour and not being married); physical/psychological immaturity; and inadequate parenting skills 
(MacIntyre & Cunningham-Burley 1993:62). In this context, ‘teenage pregnancy’ is a ‘...subject [which] 
tends to raise intense emotions so that rational discussion is often difficult’ (Bury 1984:1).
Such concerns, however, are often based on assumptions which are implicit and empirically 
unsubstantiated. Firstly, as noted above, the conceptualisation of ‘teenage pregnancy’ as socially and 
individually problematic is undeniably culturally-specific. Secondly, it has recently become clearer that 
factors relating to social exclusion are not necessarily direct consequences of ‘teenage’ pregnancy or 
parenthood. It has long been argued that women who become mothers at a relatively ‘young’ age are
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often unable to finish their education; are therefore faced with reduced employment opportunities; 
subsequently become reliant on welfare and therefore they and their children live in relative poverty 
(Rhode & Lawson 1993). However, although many of these mothers are undoubtedly often faced with 
financial hardship (SEU 1999), it has recently been established that both poverty and low educational 
achievement, including dropping out of education, often occur prior to them becoming pregnant, rather 
than as a consequence of their pregnancy (Phoenix 1991; Kirby et al. 1994; Moore et al. 1995; Selman 
1998; Turner 2001; Selman et al. 2001). As such, ‘teenage pregnancy’ may be as much a symptom of 
social exclusion as a cause of it.
As a result of the various ways in which ‘teenage pregnancy’ can be perceived as problematic, it is 
clearly necessary to explicitly state the sense in which this thesis conceptualises the issue to be, as any 
researcher who embarks on an analysis of the causes and prevention of ‘teenage pregnancy’ implicitly 
deems it to be problematic in some sense. Failure to be clear in our definitions of the issue, arguably 
make it impossible to analyse its features accurately or propose effective ‘solutions’ to it (MacIntyre & 
Cunningham-Burley 1993:61). It is therefore crucial to distinguish between unplanned or unwanted 
‘teenage pregnancies’ and those which are -  in whatever sense -  intended, and between the 
pregnancies of different aged ‘teenagers’. The thesis is written from the understanding that it is 
unintended pregnancies in general that are problematic, rather than specifically those to ‘teenagers’ or 
young people. Similarly, attention needs to be given to whether ‘teenage pregnancy’ is deemed to be a 
generic societal issue, or a specifically individual one. However, whilst the author would argue for the 
latter, the thesis illustrates the sense in which not only is the former often perceived as being so in 
England and Wales, but that this perception has contributed to the less satisfactory experience of 
school-based sex education as articulated by respondents who took part in the research (see Chapter 
7).
1.2. The 'problem' of ‘teenage pregnancy' in England and Wales
As indicated above, much attention surrounding the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ focuses on the 
comparatively high rates England and Wales has historically experienced in comparison to the majority 
of other European countries, including the Netherlands. As such, this section briefly considers historical 
trends in ‘teenage pregnancy’ in the European context^ Before doing so, however, it is important to 
note that comparing European trends is not always a straight-forward process. Several problems are
The European context rather than the wider international one is focused on here since despite the fact that English 
speaking countries such as New Zealand, Australia, Canada and the United States share a number of social, economic 
and cultural characteristics with England and Wales, comparative attention has been given to these countries elsewhere 
(for example, Cheesbrough et al. 1999). Secondly, despite the tendency to look towards the US for effective policy 
interventions (for example, the TPR continually refers to US interventions), it has markedly higher rates of ‘teenage 
pregnancy’ than England and Wales, and as such, arguably does not offer the best model from which to draw potential 
policy lessons.
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associated with making direct cross-national comparisons and it is therefore first necessary to consider 
the extent to which we can do so accurately.
A number of significant limitations exist in available birth, abortion and pregnancy data which affect the 
accuracy with which cross-national comparisons can be made. Firstly, it is not possible to obtain total 
conception data; because national statistics are collected at the level of live births and legal abortions. 
Gaining access to such data for some European countries is also often difficult. Abortion data, 
moreover, is especially problematic because not all countries provide reliable data (David 1992). 
Specifically, not all countries provide age-specific abortion data, which affects the extent to which 
conclusions can be drawn about teenage pregnancy and abortion (Singh & Darroch 2000:14). 
Nevertheless, use can be made of live birth rates as an indicator of ‘teenage pregnancy’ as they are 
generally closely correlated with abortion rates (Kosunen 1996). As such it is possible to calculate proxy 
pregnancy rates by combining live birth and abortion rates for those countries where this data is 
available and reliable.
Direct comparisons are also problematic due to the diverse age-groupings which are used. The most 
common grouping in England and Wales is for 15-19 year olds, but the Netherlands typically uses the 
category ‘under 20 years’ which would also include births to women aged 14 and under. In addition, 
England and Wales’ rates are often given for two age groupings -  namely 13-15 year olds and 16-19 
year olds; distinctions which the Dutch data do not make. Because it has been found that differences 
exist in the occurrence and experience of pregnancy amongst different aged young women care must 
be taken when interpreting age-related data (Bury 1984; Peckham 1992; Selman & Glendinning 1996).
As well as the comparability of data is the issue of terminology. The meaning of ‘teenage’ and related 
terms has already been discussed, but it is necessary to note here that as well as being ambiguous, 
terms used to refer to young people are often used interchangeably in the literature, despite often 
referring to different aged young peopie. For example, terms used include “teenage’’, “adolescent”, 
“young people”, “under-age” and “early”, and as discussed above, the age-groups to which they refer 
are often diverse. As such, the meaning of the terms “teenage”, “adolescent”, etc. may not always be 
consistent, but even more problematic is that authors do not always explicitly state to which group they 
refer. Although the thesis uses the term “young people” when talking generically, when reporting the 
findings of other commentators, the terms used are those of the original authors.
In much of the literature, it is often noted that the ‘UK’ or ‘Britain’ has amongst the highest teenage 
pregnancy rates in Europe. Although this is the case, it is important to recognise that there are some 
significant differences in rates, laws and policies amongst the member countries and therefore the use 
of these generic terms is often misleading. This is especiaily the case since the devolution of
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government In Scotland and the establishment of the Welsh Assembly (both of which occurred in 1999). 
For example, since devolution, Scotland has recently moved away from Westminster policy in some 
particularly significant areas; the repeal of Section 28 (Section 2A in Scotland) in June 2000, and the 
current development of a ‘sexual health strategy’ (see Hosie 2001; 2002 for specific discussions of the 
Scottish case).
Whilst it is possible to gain rates for Scotland and Northern Ireland separately, those for England and 
Wales are provided together -  which is why this study compares England and Wales with the 
Netherlands, rather than just England^ Although authors’ original terms are used when reviewing their 
findings, it is important to note that the ‘UK’ refers to Scotland, Northern Ireland, England and Wales, 
and that the term ‘Britain’ refers to Scotland, England and Wales. Where I use these terms myself, this 
is the meaning implied.
Despite the relative lack of directly comparable European data and the ambiguous nature of some of 
the terminology used, it remains useful and valid to make such comparisons -  as long as the limitations 
are acknowledged and taken into consideration when interpreting the data. As Singh & Darroch note:
“a cross-national analysis of birth and abortion measures is valuable for understanding trends, 
for identifying countries that are exceptional and for seeing where further in-depth studies are 
needed to understand observed patterns” (2000:14).
For this study in particular, where historical trends and patterns provide the context, the consideration of 
trends in live birth rates, abortion rates and approximated pregnancy rates among young people is 
clearly a valuable preliminary exercise. In so-doing, it becomes clear that the main way in which 
‘teenage pregnancy’ is seen to be problematic in England and Wales is in terms of a moral 
conceptualisation of the relationship between age and pregnancy.
Trends in live birth rates
Live birth rates are often used as a measure of ‘teenage pregnancy’ because, despite the issues 
discussed above, they are perhaps the most easily available relevant statistics and, particulariy, they 
offer an insight into the outcome of pregnancy in terms of parenthood. As Figure 1.1., below illustrates, 
live birth rates to women aged under 20 in 1998 varied considerably, with the Dutch rate being amongst 
the lowest and England and Wales’s being the highest in North Western Europe.
However, that there exist differences between Wales and England is acknowledged by this thesis (although they are  
not -explicitly discussed), and in the latter Chapters, where the primary data is presented, it should be noted that no 
respondents living in Wales were involved.
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Indeed, there was a significant difference in the rate of live births to young women in 1998 with the 
Netherlands’ rate being almost five times lower at 6.2 per 1,000 women aged under 20 years in 
comparison with a rate of 30.9 for England and Wales. In their analysis of live births, abortion rates and 
ratios and pregnancy rates to 15-19 year old women in ‘developed countries’, Singh & Darroch provide 
the following interpretation of the variation in live birth rates, ranging from ‘very low’ to ‘very high’, which 
is useful for identifying patterns in the general picture:
• Very low describes a birth rate under 10 per 1,000 young women per year.
• Low indicates a birth rate of 10-19 per 1,000 young women per year.
• Moderate describes a birth rate of 20-34 per 1,000 young women per year.
• High describes a birth rate of 35-49 per 1,000 young women per year.
• Very high indicates a birth rate of 50 or more per 1,000 young women per year (2000:16).
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Within this classification, the Dutch rate would be considered ‘very low’ whereas the rate for England 
and Wales would be considered ‘moderate’ -  but however classified, there is clearly a significant 
difference.
However, when considering trends in live birth rates a more complex and intriguing picture emerges. 
Table 1.1. below, illustrates trends in live birth rates to 15-19 year old women in selected European 
countries between 1977 and 1995. The common pattern (which is replicated across other ‘developed 
countries’ with the notable exception of the USA) has been one of substantiai decline, but the timing 
and significance of the decline varies between countries (Singh & Darroch 2000:18). For example, 
Finland has experienced a steady decline, Poiand’s rates stabilised early on and have declined more 
recently and Ireland and Greece’s rates increased initially and then started declining.
Five patterns have been identified in the trends in live birth rates to 15-19 year olds in European 
countries since 1960:
1. Countries in which the live birth rate to women aged 15-19 has been consistently below 30 per 
1,000 since 1960 (Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium and Ireland).
2. Countries in which rates were higher than 30 per 1,000 during the 1960s but which saw a 
marked decline in the 1970s that has been sustained to the present time (all the Scandinavian 
countries and Austria).
3. Countries in which a change in direction was seen during the late 1970s and early 1980s, from 
rising to falling incidence (Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain).
4. Countries in which the earlier high birth rates of Pattern 2 and 3 countries declined in the 1970s 
but have shown no consistent decline since (UK, France, Germany and Poland).
5. Countries in which the rate has been consistently high (above 30 per 1,000) and, despite a 
good deal of fluctuation, have seen no significant increase or decrease until the 1990s (Eastern 
European Countries) (Kane & Wellings 1999:4-5).
Whereas the Netherlands experienced a 44.6% reduction in rates between 1977 and 1996, there has 
been no overaii reduction in live birth rates to women aged 15-19 during this period in England and 
Wales. Whilst they fluctuated during this period (see also Figure 1.2.), the 1996 rate was the same as it 
had been in 1977. As such, whereas the Netherlands has been successful in initiating and sustaining a 
reduction in the incidence of ‘teenage pregnancy’ over time, Engiand and Wales has not.
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Table 1.1. European Live Birth Rates amongst women aged 15-19. by country and year
Year
1977 1980 1983 1986 1989 1992 1995 % reduction 
1977-1995
Country
Bulgaria 78.6 79.0 79.4 77.1 69.9 67.2 i 3 54.0 31.3
Romania 71.7 72.9 58.2 57.89 60.0 48.0 40.5is 43.5
Hungary 74.2 68.7 53.9 49.3 41.2 36.1 29 .9 i 5 59.7
Eng & Wales 29.8 30.9 26.9 30.1 32.0 31.7 29.815 0
Scotland 32.6 32.6 28.8 30.83 31.2 33.1 29.615 8.6
N. Ireland 30.1 29.7 28.1 30.3 29.2 30.5 25 .9 i 4 14.0
Iceland 56.2 56.8 41.0 31.83 29.1 27.1 21 .5is 61.7
Poland 33.6 32.9 34.2 35.1 31.6 32.2 21 .lis 37.2
Portugal 48.0 40.2 37.4 30.1 26.3 22.7 i 3 20 .9 i 5 56.5
Czech Republic 56.1 51.3 53.7 49.3io 44.3 42 .9 i 3 20.6 63.3
Austria 37.6 35.3 29.7 24.89 21.8 23.1 15.615 58.5
Ireland i 3 21.2 23.0 19.0 I 6.89 15.1 16.5 i 2 15.4 i 5 27.4
Norway 32.4 25.3 19.8 17.7io 17.81 I 6 .O1 13.6 58.0
Greece 48.6 53.1 43.7 41.2s 21.811 18.9 13.0 73.3
Luxembourg 19.3 17.1s 14.1 10.79 11.610 14.113 10.7 44.6
Malta 15.7 13.1 15.3 12.7 11.9 12.3 10.3 34.4
Finland 24.2 18.9 15.7 12.9 11.8 11.7 9.815 60.0
Denmark 22.0 16.3 10.6 9.7 9 . I 11 9.9 8.8 60.0
France 2 22.1 18.1 13.9 10.9 9.2 7 .9 i 3 7.9 64.3
Spain 26.74 25.6 18.3 16.7 13.4ii 8.3 7.813 70.8
Sweden 22.1 15.8 11.7 11.4 12.7 12.0 7.815 64.7
Italy 26.3 19.9 16.9e 13.7s 9.811 8 .O12 6.8 74.1
Switzerland 10.4 9.9 7.97 6.5 7.111 7.4 5.7 i 5 45.2
Netherlands 10.1 9.2 7.7 6.8 7.6 7.7 5.615 44.6
General notes: Rates are the number of live births by age of mother per 1000 corresponding female population. Rates 
are computed on female population aged 15-19 unless otherwise stated. Order of countries is set by rate of live births for 
the year 1995.
1 Age classification based on year of birth of mother rather than exact date of birth of child.
2 Date tabulated by date of registration rather than occurrence.
3 Births registered within one year of occurrence.
41978 8 1984 12 1991
51981 91985 131993
6 1982 101987 14 1994
71984 11 1990 15 1996
Note that the Czech Republic was Czechoslovakia before 1993.
Sources: Reproduced with kind permission of Hosie 2001. UN Demographic yearbooks (1981 1982 1984 1985 1986 
1987 1988a, 1988b 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1996 1997 1998).
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When a comparison is made between the trends in live birth rates to 15-19 year old women in England 
and Wales and the Netherlands more closely, (Figure 1.3. below) we see a number of particularly 
striking differences.
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Figure 1.2. Trends in Live Birth Rates to Under 20 year oids in the 
Netheriands and Engiand & Wales, 1961 - 2001
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Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, the Netherlands; Office for National Statistics, UK
Note: 2001 rate for England and Wales is for 2000
The first observation to make is that since the early 1960s despite the large and relatively constant gap, 
the trends have been similar -  for example, both countries experienced a slight increase in 1990, which 
was followed by a decrease. However, rates in England and Wales have been consistently substantially 
higher than the Netherlands over the last three decades -  indeed, the 1995 rate for England and Wales 
was higher than the 1969 rate for the Netherlands (28.4 and 23 per 1,000 respectively).
Rates in England and Wales increased until the early 1970s when they began falling dramatically. This 
process halted in the late 1970s, however, and rates fluctuated in the 1980s. In contrast, the 
Netherlands’ rates have been below 20 per 1,000 since 1960, decreasing sharply in the early 1970s 
and have been below 10 per 1,000 since 1975 (Kane & Wellings 1999:4-5.).
It is also important to briefly consider the relationship between socio-economic background and 
‘teenage pregnancy’. Studies have noted socio-economic status, poverty and income inequality to be 
related to measures of ‘teenage pregnancy’, but that these relationships are complex (see, for example, 
Jones et al 1986; Moore & Rosenthal 1993; Smith 1993; Kirby 1997; Hadley 1998; Selman 1998; Kane 
& Wellings 1999). When considering this in specific relation to the comparison between the Netherlands
11
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and England and Wales it is evident, however that socio-economic factors, while clearly important, do 
not account for the national differences. For example, as illustrated in the Teenage Pregnancy Report, 
the ‘most prosperous’ regions of England and Wales have ‘teenage’ birth rates which are higher than 
the Dutch national rate (SEU 1999:22).
As such, there has been a clearly identifiable difference in the statistical experience of parenthood 
amongst young women living in the Netherlands and England and Wales over the last 40 years. When 
we go on to consider trends in abortion rates, it becomes clear that the differences identified in the rates 
of live births to young women is not due to young women in the Netherlands being more likely to 
terminate (unintended) pregnancies.
Trends in abortion rates
The rate of live births is related to the abortion rate: the number of legal abortions per 1,000 women. As 
discussed earlier, comparable data on abortion rates is particularly difficult to obtain because such data 
is only available for a number of countries^. In particular, the reliability and availability of official abortion 
statistics may also vary according to the legal status of abortion in respective countries (Ketting 1993:4; 
Kane & Wellings 1999:7).
However, although based on their acknowledged limited comparison, Singh & Darroch note that overall, 
declines in the ‘adolescent’ abortion rate are less noticeable than are the declines in the ‘adolescent’ 
birth rate -  half of the countries for which they had data show a noticeable decline in ‘adolescent’ 
abortion rates between 1980 and 1995 (2000:19).
In their analysis of trends in selected European abortion rates since 1966 Kane & Wellings identify 4 
patterns:
1. Countries in which the abortion rate to women under 20 years has been consistently low (below 
15 per 1,000) since 1966 (France, Germany, the Netherlands, Greece and Italy). Rates in 
these countries have continued to fall steadily in these countries since 1980.
In particular, abortion data for the earlier years are scarce (Singh & Darroch 2000:18). Subsequently, in their analysis of 
trends in abortion rates, Singh & Darroch were only able to compare 26 of their 46 countries for the period 1980-1995  
(Australia, Bulgaria, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Denmark, England and Wales, Federal 
Republic of Germany, Finland, France, German Democratic Republic, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Scotland, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United States). Even for some of these 
countries (Australia, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Slovenia, and Spain) only 
partial data was available and they also note that for other countries (Federal Republic of Germany, France, the German 
Democratic Republic, Ireland, Italy, Japan and Spain) abortion data are underreported. Another problem with analysing 
abortion rates is that rates are rarely broken down by age-group. As such, Singh & Darroch only had complete data for 
18 countries (Belgium, Canada, Czech Republic, Denmark, England and Wales, Estonia, Finland, France, Hungary, 
Iceland, Latvia, New Zealand, Norway, Scotland, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden and the United States) for the 15- 
17 and 18-19 age groups. Even this analysis, however, excludes the women who have abortions under the age of 15.
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2. Countries in which rates have been rising steadily since the mid 1970s (Czech Republic, 
Iceland, England and Wales). Rates in England and Wales are higher than any other Western 
European country and despite a decrease in rates in all other Western European countries, they 
have undergone no significant decline since 1985.
3. Countries in which abortion rates increased during the late 1960s and early 1970s and then 
began decreasing during the 1980s or early 1990s (Sweden, Denmark, Finland).
4. Countries in which the abortion rate has consistently high (above 20 per 1,000) (Bulgaria, 
Romania, Hungary and Norway). Rates in Eastern Europe increased during the 1980s, and 
whilst they have levelled off in Hungary and Bulgaria, Romania’s rates remain high -  currently 
the highest in Europe. Nonway’s rate has also been consistently high, but a slight decrease 
began in the late 1980s (Kane & Wellings 1999:8-9).
Whilst there has been some debate around the accuracy of Dutch abortion data in light of their being 
considerably lower than most other comparable countries (see Ketting & Visser 1994), whereas 
England and Wales witnessed an increase at some point between 1985-1995, the Netherlands’ rates 
have been consistently low throughout the period (between 5.3 and 3.6 per 1,000), showing a small 
increase (from 3.6 in 1990 to 4.0 per 1,000 in 1995) (Singh & Darroch 2000:19). As such, the 
Netherlands has exhibited one of the lowest abortion rates to women aged 15-19 in Europe, whilst as 
with the live birth rate to women aged 15-19, it is clear that in 1996 England, Wales and Scotland 
(Britain) collectively had a higher rate than any other Western European country.
As such, when directly comparing the Netherlands and England and Wales it is clear that the key issue 
is to do with conceptions rather than their outcome in terms of whether young women who become 
pregnant chose to continue with the pregnancy or terminate it.
Trends in pregnancy rates
As noted above, it is possible to calculate approximate pregnancy rates by combining live birth rate and 
abortion rate data. Trends in the pregnancy rate are similar to those found in the birth rate, with the 
majority of countries witnessing declines in pregnancy rates to 15-19 year old women between 1980- 
1995^ (Singh & Darroch 2001). Fairly large declines in the birth rates in Czechoslovakia, Hungary and 
Iceland outweighed the increases in abortion rates during this period®. Pregnancy rates to women aged 
15-19 in Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania were significantly higher than other European countries in the
Including Denmark, Finland, France, Hungary, Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden.
The trends in pregnancy rates for 15-19 year old women could not be determined for the newly independent countries 
of Eastern Europe because data on the adolescent abortion rate was not available (see above).
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early 1970s, but began rapidly declining by the end of the decade. This trend has continued, but the 
rate declined more slowly during the 1990s than it had done in the 1980s.
In England and Wales the rate increased by almost 20% between 1980-1990, but dropped in the early 
1990s, back to a similar rate to that in 1980 (18.6 per 1,000). The Dutch pregnancy rate declined from 
14.5 per 1,000 in 1980 to 12.2 per 1,000 in 1995. However, it increased from 11.1 per 1,000 in 1985 to
11.9 in 1990 and 12.2 in 1995 (2000:18-19).
The trend in most Northern European countries (for which data is available) has seen a relatively sharp 
decline in the 1980s followed by a less marked but continued decline in the 1990s (Hosie 2001). The 
Netherlands and British countries constitute the exception to this trend -  the Netherlands has sustained 
a remarkably low rate of pregnancy amongst young women throughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s.
In stark contrast to this, pregnancy rates to women aged 15-19 in Britain have followed a similar pattern 
to live birth rates over the previous three decades. The early 1970s saw a decline in pregnancy rates, 
but they fluctuated between 40-45 per 1,000 during the 1980s. In the early 1990s a small rise was 
witnessed in pregnancy rates (averaging at around 45-50 per 1,000 women aged 15-19). Since the mid 
1990s there has been a slow decline in rates back to those witnessed in the 1980s (Hosie 2001).
1.3. School-based sex education as a factor in and political response to ‘teenage 
pregnancy’
Having briefly summarised the trends in relevant rates and illustrated that the ‘problem’ of ‘teenage 
pregnancy’ is essentially related to the comparative incidence of pregnancy amongst young women, the 
obvious question to ask is why this has been the case. A wealth of research has been conducted into 
the incidence, prevention and outcome of ‘teenage pregnancy’ in numerous countries and at various 
points in time, and it is now well-established in international research and practice communities that the 
determinants are complex, inter-related and difficult, if not impossible, to isolate. For example, it is well- 
established that a number of cognitive, situational, social and economic influences act as ‘risk factors’, 
increasing women’s likelihood of becoming pregnant during their ‘teenage’ years (see for example. Bury 
1984; Jones et al. 1986; CRD 1997, SEU 1999). Particular attention has been directed to sexual 
activity, sex education, contraceptive usage, high levels of income inequality, socio-economic groups, 
educational achievement and aspiration. As such, it is widely accepted that in order to reduce and 
minimise the incidence of ‘teenage pregnancy’ a broad range of factors require consideration, and it is 
increasingly accepted that an integrated, or ‘joined-up’ approach, between social, health and education 
is required (see, for example, SEU 1999, Hosie 2002).
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Whilst it is not within the remit of this thesis to consider in detail the range of factors involved in 
interpreting the comparative incidence of ‘teenage pregnancy’ it is useful to present a brief overview in 
order to place the thesis in its broader substantive context. The NHS Centre for Reviews and 
Dissemination (CRD) summarises the complexity of the issue identifying various factors which may 
influence young people’s sexual behaviour as falling into the following categories: Individual, Family, 
Educational, Community, Socio-economic and Contraceptive, all of which it contends require 
consideration when interpreting the occurrence of ‘teenage pregnancy’ (see Table 1.2. below). 
However, a number of important factors were omitted from the table, which have been included and 
highlighted in bold below.
Table 1.2. Factors associated with early sexuai initiation, 
contraceptive use and teenage pregnancy
Individual Family Educational Community Socio­
economic
Contraceptive
Knowledge Parent/child Academic Social norms Poverty Contraceptive
communication attainment/ (sexual activity/ services
Self-esteem educational pregnancy/ Employment
Mother or sister goals gendered power prospects Awareness
Skills base teenage relationships)
pregnancy Truancy and Housing and Availability
Cognitive exclusion Peer influences social
maturity Family structure conditions Accessibility
(including single Sex Cultural and
‘Experimental’ headed families education religious Use of
behaviour and young influences contraception
people living in Dropping
Age at first care) out of Media influences
intercourse education
Child abuse
Emotional
maturity
Perception of
risk
Source: adapted from NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, 1997:3
This summary provides a useful overview on a number of levels -  for example, it clearly portrays the 
range of factors involved in predicting the incidence of ‘teenage pregnancy’, thereby illustrating the 
complexity of the issue and the sense in which it can be difficult to isolate the determinants. However, 
whilst the six categories used to classify the factors are useful for summary purposes, they are 
necessarily somewhat arbitrary and the boundaries between them should therefore be viewed as fluid.
Perhaps most importantly, however, is the sense in which the CRD’s table illustrates that young 
people’s sexual behaviour occurs within a particular social and cultural context. The factors identified
15
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are therefore clearly potential determinants, and the relative influence of them will necessarily differ 
according to the personal circumstances of individual young people. In addition, in considering any one 
or combination of influencing factors comparatively, the broader societal context in which they operate 
cannot be ignored -  if, for example, ‘social norms' are influential within any one country, the broader 
societal values, norms, attitudes etc. must similarly have an influence in explaining differences between 
countries. Indeed, it is the nature and influence of these broader societal contexts on school-based sex 
education, as one of the factors associated with ‘teenage pregnancy’, which the thesis explores.
Although England and Wales have consistently experienced a comparatively high rate of pregnancy 
among young women over the last few decades, the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ received increased 
political and media attention with the publication of ‘Teenage Pregnancy Report’ (TPR) by the then 
newly established Social Exclusion Unit (SEU)® in June 1999. The Report investigated the reasons 
behind the comparatively high rates of ‘teenage pregnancy’ with the aim of “develop[ing] a strategy to 
cut the rates of teenage parenthood” (SEU 1999:4).
The British government’s response to the issues involved in preventing ‘teenage pregnancy’ identifies 
ignorance amongst young people as a “risk factor in teenage pregnancy” and asserts that “good sex 
education helps to delay rather than accelerate when young people start sex” (SEU 1999:35). As such, 
it pays particular (although not exclusive) attention to the role of schools in “help[ing] young people deal 
with the pressures to have sex too young, and encourag[ing] them to use contraception if they do have 
sex” (SEU 1999:9).
Improving school-based sex education then, is a key aspect of the government’s Teenage Pregnancy 
Strategy, the overall aim of which is to “halve the rate of conceptions among under 18 year olds in 
England by 2010; and set a firmly established downward trend in the conception rates for under 16s by 
2010” (SEU 1999:91). The Action Plan to support the Strategy is set out in the TPR and includes new 
guidance on sex education in schools; linking sex education to a broader framework of personal 
education; teacher training and accreditation in SRE (Sex and Relationships Education), and OFSTED 
Inspection. Table 1.3. (below) summarises these action points.
The SEU, set up by the Prime Minister in December 1997 aims to “help improve Government action to reduce social 
exclusion by producing ‘joined up solutions to joined up problems.’ It works mainly on specific projects, chosen by the 
Prime Minister following consultation with other Ministers and suggestions from interested groups” (http://www.cabinet- 
office.qov.uk/seu/index/whats it all about.htm#What is the Social Exclusion Unit).
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Table 1.3. Better Education about Sex and Relationships in Schools Action Plan
Action Detail
New Guidance on 
sex education in 
schools
The government will issue new and better guidance on sex education in schools, to replace
DfEE circular 5/94 [...].
Main elements:
•  Prim ary schools must have a policy on sex and relationships education, tailoring what 
they teach to the age and maturity of the children, but making sure that both boys and 
girls know about puberty and how a baby is born -  as set out in key stage 2 of the 
national curriculum;
•  Secondary schools should follow good practice in teaching about relationships and 
the responsibilities of parenthood as well as sex, focusing on boys as much if not more 
than girls, involving outsiders such as school nurses, using young people as peer 
mentors, and being precise about local contraception/advice sources;
•  All schools should consult parents and communities regularly and build on evidence 
of w hat works;
•  Pastoral aspects; teachers should have more credible guidelines on what to do if they 
learn a pupil is having sex or planning to do so
Having a policy that accords with the new guidance will be a condition of membership of the
DfEE/DH Healthy Schools Scheme and the resources it attracts.
2. Link sex
education to a 
broader 
fram ework of 
personal 
education
Education about sex and relationships will be supported by a school’s wider curriculum on 
personal social and health education. The govemment is publishing a report on 
PSHE...which will make links between education about sex and other related issues such 
as alcohol, smoking and drugs.
3. Teacher training  
and accreditation  
In SRE
The Teacher Training Agency (TTA) will review the content and quality of all initial teacher 
training courses to ensure that pastoral and SRE issues are properly covered for all 
teachers.
The Teacher Training Agency will produce proposals for the accreditation of specialist SRE  
teachers.
DfEE will draw together and disseminate good practice guidelines on in-service training for 
school and SRE teachers. [...]
4. inspection All OFSTED’s inspectors (primary, secondary, special, PRUs) will cover the establishment, 
implementation and monitoring of SRE policies.
OFSTED will survey practice in SRE in a significant number of schools including both good 
and poor performers and produce a good practice guide on what works for boys and girls 
for all schools [...]
OFSTED will make sure their inspectors are properly trained on SRE and the Chief 
Inspector will include this in his annual report. __________________________________________
Source: SEU 1999:93-4
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However, the publication of the Report, the 10-year Strategy and the setting up of the Teenage 
Pregnancy Unit (whose role it is to co-ordinate the strategy, see www.teenaqeDreanancvunit.qov.uk) 
was not the first time that ‘teenage pregnancy’ or school-based sex education had been identified as 
important sexual health policy areas.
Under the Conservative government in 1992 a similar target was set: “to reduce the rate of conceptions 
amongst the under 16s by at least 50% by the year 2000 (from 9.5 per 1,000 girls aged 13-15 in 1989 
to no more than 4.8)” (HoN 1992:95), in which school-based sex education was identified as a key 
factor. Similarly, as discussed in detail in Chapter 5, government guidance documents on the content 
and delivery of school-based sex education have been published and disseminated to schools regularly 
since the early 1980s.
The fact that the New Labour government felt it necessary to focus on the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ 
relatively early in its first term illustrates that the issue is a source of political concern and therefore high 
on their agenda. In the Prime Minister’s words:
“Britain has the worst record on teenage pregnancies in Europe. It is not a record in which we 
can take any pride...As a country, we cannot afford to continue to ignore this shameful record” 
{my emphasis, SEU 1999:4).
It is certainly the case that the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy constitutes a significant step forward in 
terms of tackling the issue from a ‘joined-up’ perspective, and as illustrated in Chapter 2, the content 
and delivery of school-based sex education are key factors in understanding the differences in ‘teenage 
pregnancy’ rates between England and Wales and the Netherlands.
Indeed, school-based sex education has been a major focus of much research into the incidence and 
prevention of ‘teenage pregnancy’ within and across various countries over the last few decades, and 
has been identified as one of the key reasons why the Netherlands’ rates have been consistently low in 
comparison to England and Wales (see Chapter 2 for detailed discussion of the role of school-based 
sex education in preventing ‘teenage pregnancy’).
However, in light of the relative ineffectiveness of previous attempts to improve school-based sex 
education and reduce the incidence of unintended pregnancies amongst young women in England and 
Wales, this thesis seeks to add to the field in two key ways; i) to explore in more detail how and why the 
approach towards and provision of school-based sex education has differed between the Netherlands 
than in England and Wales; and ii) in light of this historical interpretation, to identify ways in which the 
experience of the Netherlands can be effectively applied in England and Wales.
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Although there is little systematic evidence that school-based sex education is either effective in terms 
of behavioural outcomes, or that Dutch school-based sex education is more effective than its English 
equivalent (see Chapter 2), that Dutch rates of ‘'teenage pregnancy" have been consistently 
significantly lower means that, the Netherlands constitutes a potential model of ‘best practice' for this 
country to look towards for policy and practice ‘lessons’. This is in part acknowledged by the TPR (SEU 
1999) by virtue of its frequent reference to the Dutch situation in its review of the evidence. Indeed, 
Chapter 10 of the report details “some of the schemes visited by the [Social Exclusion] Unit [in the UK, 
the Netherlands and the US] that show promise in (i) sex and relationships education or PSHE; (ii) 
improving access to contraception; (iii) supporting teenage parents and their children; or (iv) developing 
local and national initiatives” (SEU 1999:68). However, none of the 22 ‘promising approaches’ detailed 
in the Chapter are Dutch.
Whether this is because the SEU did not consider any of the Dutch programmes it visited as ‘promising’ 
is unclear, as we are not given details of the Dutch projects which were considered. Continued focus on 
the USA for models of best practice is on one level justified and understandable -  it is a country which 
arguably shares many social and cultural characteristics with the UK, particularly offering ‘easy’ access 
to information due to shared language. However, is it the most useful country to draw experience and 
‘lessons’ from given that it has significantly higher rates of ‘teenage pregnancy’ than England and 
Wales?
As such, one of the basic assumptions behind this thesis is that it may be more useful to conduct 
comparative analysis with a country which has been more, rather than less, ‘successful’ in reducing and 
minimising the incidence of unintended ‘teenage pregnancy’. Additionally, within the context of ever 
increasing integration with continental Europe on a number of social, economic and political levels, it is 
becoming increasingly relevant to conduct comparative research on the European level (these issues 
are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3).
As illustrated above, the Netherlands has been referred to as a comparative case in exploring the 
issues involved in explaining ‘teenage pregnancy’ generally, and the provision of school-based sex 
education specifically. However, there exists a noticeable gap in this regard in terms of direct qualitative 
comparative analysis between the two countries. As such, this thesis redresses this imbalance by doing 
just that.
In addition, that research which does exist has tended to consider mainly the content and delivery of 
school-based sex education. However, considering in greater detail how and why school-based sex 
education has been consistently more effective in the Netherlands than England and Wales, requires 
the comparative analysis of not only its content and delivery, but of the wider cultural, educational and
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political processes involved in influencing national policy and local practice (see Chapter 2). If this 
country is to ‘learn any policy lessons' from the Netherlands (or, indeed any other country) in this 
regard, it is surely not sufficient to simply establish what has been effective in the Netherlands, but also 
why it has been so.
Therefore, the focus of this thesis is framed by the contention that not only is direct cross-national 
comparison with a more ‘successful’ country necessary in furthering the understanding of relative 
ineffectiveness of school-based sex education in England and Wales, but that research needs to 
consider more than just its content and delivery in doing so.
This requires consideration of how and why particular policies have been developed in the first place, 
and how and why their implementation has been relatively (in)effective in the second. As such it 
becomes crucial to consider in detail the wider social, political and cultural context in which such 
policies are developed and implemented. As Singh & Darroch note, there are “few comparative studies 
of the factors underlying the decline in adolescent childbearing in industrialised countries” (2000:21, 
emphasis mine). Although school-based sex education is only one of the factors involved in contributing 
to the decline of unintended pregnancies amongst young women, it is clearly a crucial one -  both in 
terms of its being the most formal vehicle in informing young people of both the positive and the 
negative aspects involved in sexual relationships, and in terms of its being an area which the British 
government has focused on as key in reducing our ‘shameful record’ in ‘teenage pregnancy’. As such, 
school-based sex education is both a factor in and a political response to the ‘problem of teenage 
pregnancy’.
Whilst the thesis does not make any claims as to the relative effectiveness of school-based sex 
education generally in the Netherlands and England and Wales, or at the two schools which took part in 
the research, it does highlight a number of important differences in the way each country has 
approached the issue -  particularly illustrating clear differences in socio-political attitudes towards 
young people’s sexuality. These differences are shown to have impacted upon respective government 
policy, local provision at the schools involved and the experience and evaluation of school-based sex 
education among the respondents.
Outline of the Thesis
Chapter Two defines the research problem by presenting a critical review of existing literature relating 
to the provision and effectiveness of school-based sex education and its role in reducing unintended 
conceptions amongst ‘teenage’ women. It discusses the substantive rationale for the focus of the thesis, 
illustrating that whilst a number of key differences between the two countries have been identified, there
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exists a substantial gap in the comparative understanding of the historical socio-political and cultural 
roots of these differences.
Chapter Three discusses the methodology employed in the thesis. Section 3.1. considers 
methodological approaches to comparative research, discussing the contemporary value of cross­
national comparisons, the ability to draw and apply findings meaningfully and debates around the logic 
of the comparative method. Section 3.2. presents an account of the qualitative research process as it 
evolved, discussing the original intentions and the theoretical approach, and detailing each phase of 
data collection and analysis in the context of the obstacles encountered and how they shaped the 
direction of subsequent stages.
Chapter Four presents the findings of the first phase of data collection, which consulted young people 
with experience of living in both countries about their perceptions of the similarities and differences 
between England and Wales and the Netherlands. The key differences identified by this relatively 
unique group of young people concern the formal regulation of perceived ‘deviant’ behaviours, whereby 
the Netherlands.’ laws and regulations are seen to be more ‘liberal’ than those in England and Wales. 
The focus-group participants related the Dutch situation to a number of cultural concepts, including 
‘tolerance’, ‘realism’, ‘modern thinking’ and ‘open-mindedness’, suggesting that the effect of the stricter 
laws in England and Wales may serve to encourage young people to behave contrary to them.
Chapter Five presents a comparison of the development of school-based sex education in the 
Netherlands and England and Wales. It discusses the ways in which the respective governments have 
variously approached and intervened in the area, within the political and educational contexts in which 
developments have taken place. As such, it illustrates the key differences to relate to the extent to 
which school-based sex education is politicised and the corresponding socio-political climates within 
which it is provided.
Chapter Six provides further historical contextualisation to these differences, focussing particularly on 
how the historical structure of society and the functioning of the political systems further clarify the 
contrasting nature of political and public debate around school-based sex education in the two 
countries. The key difference is characterised by the consensus-based political system found in the 
Netherlands and the more adversarial British system, and these distinctions clearly contribute to the 
understanding of why school-based sex education policy has differed in the two countries.
Chapter Seven returns the focus to the local level, presenting a case-study comparison of the provision, 
experience and evaluation of school-based sex education in one school in each country. It considers 
the perspective of teachers involved in providing sex education, the materials used in lessons and
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young people’s experiences and evaluations of the school-based sex education they have received. It 
illustrates that the wider socio-political climate and government approach to the issues has had a 
discernible effect on both the schools’ provision of school-based sex education and the young people’s 
experience and evaluation of it.
Chapter Eight concludes the thesis, discussing and drawing together the evidence from the different 
aspects, thereby illustrating that the role of the respective government’s in the processes and the 
inherently related perceptions of young people’s sexuality are key to understanding school-based sex 
education as a factor in and political response to the ‘problem of teenage pregnancy’. It also discusses 
the policy and methodological implications arising from the thesis, and identifies key areas for further 
research.
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW
One of the principal aims of this thesis is to consider the manner in, and extent to which, the 
experience of a country with significantly more ‘success’ in reducing and minimising the 
incidence of unintended conceptions amongst young women can be used to inform future 
policy directions in England and Wales. As such, the critical evaluation of existing literature 
presented in this chapter takes the case of England and Wales as the starting point; data from 
the Netherlands (and other European countries) is used to identify the key areas of difference 
and to illustrate the rationale for conducting an historical qualitative comparison of the culture, 
politics and practice of school-based sex education in the two countries.
As noted in Chapter 1, the causes of, and means to prevent, unintended conceptions amongst 
young women are complex, varied and inter-related, and as such, there exists a wealth of 
literature focussing on the numerous influencing factors as summarised by the CRD (see page 
16). Indeed, the literature which directly relates to the provision and effectiveness of school- 
based sex education is vast. For example, searches of library and internet databases retrieve a 
plethora or articles and books which have considered the issue from a range of angles and 
which have adopted various methodological approaches.
This chapter presents a critical overview of the key established aspects of school-based sex 
education illustrating that there exists a key gap in the literature in terms of detailed 
understandings of the sense in which cultural, social and political factors have influenced the 
provision and effectiveness of school-based sex education. Whilst ‘social attitudes’ and socio­
political factors have been identified as impacting upon school-based sex education (for 
example, Jones et al 1986; Vilar 1994; Rademakers 1997; Thomson 1994), neither the nature 
of these influences, their historical roots nor the nature of the relationship between these 
‘structural’ factors and policy development, provision in practice or individual behaviour have 
not been explored in detail.
There exists a broad consensus in the international literature on a number of key aspects 
relating to the provision and effectiveness of school-based sex education and its role in the 
prevention of ‘teenage pregnancy’. It is therefore not considered necessary to present an 
extensive review of the literature here as this has been repeatedly accomplished elsewhere -
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see for example, Bury 1984; Jones et al 1986; Thomson 1994; Kosunen 1996; Papp 1997, 
Hosie 2002).
2.1. School-based Sex Education : established understandings
This section considers the sense in which school-based sex education is a key factor in 
understanding the comparative incidence of unintended pregnancy amongst young women in 
England and Wales and the Netherlands. It illustrates that whilst schools are only one of the 
sources from which young people gain information and knowledge concerning sexuality and 
contraception, it is the most formalised, and as illustrated in Chapter 1, constitutes a key 
aspect focussed on by research and policy.
The fact that so much research attention has focussed on the means by which young people 
gain knowledge about sexuality, reproduction, contraception and related issues in itself 
illustrates that the acquisition of such information is seen to be crucial in enabling young 
people to successfully avoid unintentional pregnancy. Indeed, knowledge has been identified 
as a key pre-requisite to effective contraceptive usage amongst young people (which is 
obviously required to avoid unintended pregnancy) (Hosie 2001).
In the Teenage Pregnancy Report (TPR), a large proportion of which is given over to reviewing 
international research evidence, the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) summarises the role of 
information about sex in the ‘problem of teenage pregnancy’ in England and Wales as follows:
“How much do teenagers know about sex? Research shows that ignorance about sex 
is a risk factor for teenage pregnancy and that good sex education helps to delay 
rather than accelerate when young people start sex. But parents are given little help to 
talk to their children about sex, and school-based sex education is patchy and often 
underdeveloped. Many teenagers lack information or rely on friends or the media. 
There is a considerable level of ignorance and misinformation among some teenagers 
about sex and its consequences, and how to deal with puberty and adolescence”. 
(SEU 1999:35).
As such, it is clear that the process by which young people learn about these issues is 
complex; they may variously obtain information from a number of sources, including parents, 
peers and the media as well as from school. Whilst these other sources of information are not 
the focus of the thesis, it is important at the outset to acknowledge their significance as part of 
the process by which young people learn about all aspects of sexual relationships.
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What is sex education?
Given the complex nature of this learning process, it is important to consider the specific 
meaning of the term ‘sex education', and the way in which it is used within the thesis. Opinion 
varies concerning what sex education is and should be -  according to whether commentators 
are politicians, parents, researchers, policy-makers or young people themselves (Silver 1998). 
Nonetheless, it is widely accepted in international research and practice communities that it is 
a continuous process which should begin before young people become sexually active (Wall 
1994:2; David & Rademakers 1996; Sex Education Forum 1997).
Despite the continued use of the term ‘sex education’ in this country, and the controversy it can 
provoke (see Chapter 5), its purpose is not teach young people how to have sex in the 
mechanical sense, rather, the Sex Education Forum (SEF^ defines school-based ‘sex and 
relationships education’ as follows:
“...a shorthand term for the much broader subject of personal relationships, sexual health 
and sexuality education... [which]... is a life-long process of acquiring information and skills, 
forming attitudes, beliefs and values about sexual relationships, identity and intimacy” (Sex 
Education Forum, Factsheet 14,1997:1).
Dutch commentators similarly assert that school-based sex education “should respect the 
wholeness of sexuality, all the different aspects, the negative and the positive ones” (Braeken 
1994:81), and that it “is not to scare school children but to instil skills enhancing partner 
communication and negotiation” (David & Rademakers 1996:342). As such, it is widely 
asserted by Dutch commentators that sex education, has a range of goals, including, for 
example:
“...improving the adolescent’s knowledge, changing attitudes towards sexual matters, 
the prevention of unwanted pregnancies, STDs and HIV and also of sexual abuse” 
(Braeken 1994:77).
Indeed, the Dutch term used to refer to sex education {‘sexuele voorlichting’) requires some 
clarification. The first point to note is the use of the term ‘sexual’ {‘sexuele’) rather than ‘sex’
 ^ The Sex Education Forum (SEF), an independent organisation and part of the National Children’s Bureau 
(NCB) is the “national authority on sex and relationships education (SRE)...in  Britain., believ[ing] that good 
quality SRE is an entitlement for all children and young people” (http://www.neb.ora.uk/sexed.htm). It aims to 
“promote sex and relationships education for all children and young people at home; in school and educational 
settings; and in health, youth community and public care settings” http://www.ncb.ora.uk/pdf/framewk.pdf
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which is broad and does not imply a focus on the mechanics of sexual relationships. Perhaps 
more interestingly however, is the use of the term ‘voorlichting’. Part of the nuance of the Dutch 
language is that there are fewer words than are found in English, and as such the same words 
have subtly different meanings when used in certain contexts. As such ‘voorliohting’ can mean 
‘education’, ‘advice’, ‘information’ and ‘emancipation’. The point is that the difficulty in directly 
translating the term, illustrates that its meaning and usage is perhaps more encompassing than 
the English equivalent, which when viewed in its literal sense causes controversy.
Nevertheless, it is clear that a broad consensus has developed in the English and Dutch 
research and practice communities regarding the meaning and role of school-based ‘sex 
education’, even if the terminology used varies somewhat. Because of the complex process by 
which young people learn about the range of issues around sexuality, the thesis uses the term 
‘sex education’ to refer to the various sources of information and ‘school-based sex education’ 
to refer specifically to information and skills provided to young people by schools.
School-based sex education -  formalised provision of information
Although young people gain information relating to sex(uality) and contraception from a range 
of sources, school-based sex education is the formal vehicle for doing so. Indeed, because in 
European countries the majority of young people aged between approximately 5 and 16 years 
attend school, they effectively constitute a ‘captive audience’ in terms of the potential provision 
of relevant and accurate information -  in principle school is the one place where it can be 
ensured that the ovenvhelming majority of young people are equipped with the necessary 
information and skills to ensure they develop healthy sexual relationships. As such, it is neither 
surprising nor inappropriate that school-based sex education should receive such levels of 
research and political attention in England and Wales, especially in the current context of the 
‘problem of teenage pregnancy’. Additionally, given the amount of research which exists, and 
the level of consensus amongst professional communities, governments and schools have a 
large resource of data and information from which to draw. As such, the role of schools in 
educating young people about sexual health is potentially immense -  they have an essentially 
captive audience, and potentially, access to up-to-date information and support from relevant 
professional fields. However, unfortunately it is not this simple.
In the first instance, it has been found that the provision of school-based sex education and the 
context in which it occurs varies across European countries. In his review of school-based sex 
education in a number of European countries, Vilar (1994) found that both the public climate
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towards school-based sex education and its accessibility to young people varies, suggesting 
that there is a relationship between societal perceptions of school-based sex education and its 
provision in practice. However the research, in Vilaris own words “...could only obtain a rough 
impression of what was happening in Europe” (1994:8). The findings are based on 
questionnaires which were sent to all Family Planning Associations (FPA's) in Europe in which 
professionals were asked to comment on a number of areas including recent changes in sex 
education policies; how it is integrated into the educational system; what its content is; what 
guidelines concerning sex education exist; how the Association evaluates school-based sex 
education programmes; what teacher training opportunities there are; and the role of the 
Association in providing school-based sex education.
Most relevant to this study, however, are the questions which asked respondents to rank on a 
scale of 1-10 the public climate to sex education (from ‘very opposed’ to ‘well accepted’) and 
the access to sex education (from ‘no access to school sex education’ to ‘easy access to 
school sex education’). Unfortunately, the Netherlands is not included in the results to the 
former question, but as Figure 2.1. illustrates, a significant difference was found between how 
Family Planning Associations in the Netherlands and England and Wales (UK) saw access to 
sex education in their respective countries.
Figure 2.1. FPA's perceptions of access to school-based sex education in Europe.
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On the basis of this work, it could be suggested that young people growing up in the 
Netherlands may have historically had ‘easier’ access to school-based sex education than their 
‘UK’ counterparts. However, the findings cannot be seen to be conclusive, as these 
perceptions are “...partly dependent on the FPA’s opinion as to what an ideal sex education 
programme should look like, and these opinions may vary widely across Europe...For this 
reason, similar answers to some of the same questions may mean quite different things in 
reality. Some terms such as “conservative background” or “positive and global approach 
towards sexuality” may be differently understood, even among FPAs” (1994:8). As such, while 
Vilaris study raises a number of issues relating to the contexts in which school-based sex 
education has developed in certain European countries it does not pin down what the nature of 
these contexts are, how and why they have developed or the impact they may have had on the 
provision and effectiveness of school-based sex education.
The relevance of Vilar’s findings become more significant, however, when we consider that 
several international studies have noted a relationship between ‘teenage pregnancy’ rates and 
access to school-based sex education -  countries where there is greater availability of sex 
education at school have lower teenage pregnancy rates (Baldo et al. 1993; Kirby et al. 1994; 
Kirby 1997b; NHS CRD 1997; Cheesbrough et al. 1999). This relationship has been found to 
be particularly significant where that education includes a large component of contraceptive 
education (Jones et al. 1985).
2.2. Effectiveness of school-based sex education in reducing ‘teenage 
pregnancy’
The effect that school-based sex education has on young people’s sexual behaviour remains a 
relatively controversial topic in Britain, with opponents attributing a variety of social ills to its 
provision, including ‘teenage’ pregnancy and ‘moral decay’ (Silver 1998). As discussed in 
Chapter 1, however, comprehensive school-based sex education is regarded by the British 
government as an essential component in the aim of reducing 'teenage pregnancy' rates in 
England and Wales (SEU 1999). However, there is some debate around its effectiveness in 
terms of behavioural outcomes in the research literature. For example, Oakley et al’s (1995) 
review of available research literature firstly revealed the methodological quality of many 
evaluations to be lacking -  only 12 (18%) of the 65 outcome evaluations being deemed to be 
methodologically sound. In addition, only two of those which were considered sound had 
“recorded interventions which were effective in showing an impact on young people’s 
behaviour” (Oakley et al. 1995:1).
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Secondly, research conducted since Oakley’s review reveals growing evidence that sex 
education is not effective in reducing sexual risk taking (for example, Guyatt et al. 2000 and the 
on-going Scottish SHARE Project (see Wight et al. 2002) which employs randomised control 
trials to evaluate a specifically designed school-based sex education programme^.
Specifically, whilst a number of research reviews have suggested that school-based sex 
education can positively affect behaviour (see, for example, CRD 1997; Aggleton et al 1997), 
others maintain that there is in fact very little systematic evidence -  i.e. in the form of 
randomised control trials -  to show that school-based sex education is effective (Guyatt et al. 
2000; Wight et al 2002). Indeed, whether school-based sex education is found to be effective 
may depend upon the methods used to evaluate its effectiveness; for example, in their recent 
comparison of randomised trials and observational studies in ‘adolescent’ pregnancy 
prevention, Guyatt et al. conclude that:
“Were one relying on the results of the observational studies and using conventional 
levels of statistical significance, one would conclude that, as a group, adolescent 
pregnancy prevention programmes had a positive effect on decreasing initiation of 
sexual intercourse, increasing birth control use and responsible sexual behaviour, and 
reducing pregnancy in females, and on decreasing initiation of intercourse and 
increasing responsible sexual behaviour in males. Were one relying on results from 
randomised trials, one would conclude that the evidence does not support a positive 
effect of the interventions on any outcome in either males or females.” (Guyatt et al. 
2000:172).
However, few large-scale evaluations or randomised control trials concerning the effectiveness 
of school-based sex education have taken place in the UK, and as such, Guyatt et al. argue 
that in their absence, particular care should be taken when basing the development of 
interventions on the results of observational studies -  i.e. careful consideration needs to be 
paid to their potential biases (2000:173).
Despite such debates, there is a significant amount of literature which considers the impact of 
school-based sex education on a number of key outcomes -  particularly contraceptive usage;
The SHARE Project (Sexual Health and Relationships: Safe, Happy and Responsible) is a teacher training 
programme and 20 session pack for classroom sex education provision. It was developed in Scotland drawing 
upon theories of behavioural change and latest research into young people’ behaviour, and in consultation with 
teachers, sex education specialists and education and health promotion departments. It was piloted over two
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sexual activity and age at first intercourse; and knowledge and attitudes. This section therefore 
considers the evidence relating to each of these in turn, concluding with a discussion of young 
people’s reported preferred sources of information relating to sex(uality) and contraception.
Contraceptive usage
In terms of the prevention of unintended pregnancies amongst young women, contraceptive 
use is fundamental. As such, before going on to consider the relationship between 
contraceptive usage and school-based sex education, it is useful to comment on levels of 
contraceptive usage amongst young people in England and Wales and the Netherlands. 
Indeed, use of contraception at first heterosexual intercourse varies significantly between the 
two countries; whereas as few as 15% of Dutch young people (under 20 years) fail to use any 
form of contraception at first heterosexual intercourse (van Zessen et al. 1996:9), a third of 16- 
19 year olds and half of under 16 year olds fail to do so in Britain. Indeed, contraceptive usage 
in Britain is generally low by international standards (SEU 1999:54).
Because school-based sex education is one of the most important ways in which young people 
can gain information and knowledge concerning contraception and its use, contraceptive 
usage can be seen to offer an insight into its effectiveness. However, knowledge is not 
sufficient in ensuring responsible sexual behaviour or effective contraceptive usage 
(Rademakers 1991:19), and, as such a wide gap has been found to exist between knowledge 
and behaviour (Graham 1994:306).
However, some studies have found there to be a positive relationship between effective 
school-based sex education and effective contraceptive usage. For example, young people in 
the UK who report school-based sex education as the source of most of their information, have 
been found to have higher contraceptive use at first intercourse (Wellings et al. 1994).
Similarly, a number of studies have concluded that when young people receive education 
about contraception at school, their contraceptive usage at first intercourse is higher (Baldo et 
al. 1993; Kirby et al. 1994; Kirby et al. 1997; CRD 1997; Cheesbrough et al. 1999; Staniland & 
Newell 1996:18; Wall 1994:6). These findings therefore have serious implications for the 
provision and content of sex education, and challenge the (usually popular) view that (school- 
based) sex education encourages increased and earlier sexual activity.
years and evaluated by means of randomised control trials. Interim results were published in 2002 (see W ight 
1996; Wight e ta l 2 0 0 2 )..
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Not only are Dutch young people more likely to use contraception at first heterosexual 
intercourse, but they are also more likely to use condoms and the pill -  known as ‘the double 
Dutch method'. The Dutch Youth and Sex survey (1995) found that 70% of both young men 
and young women used a condom at first intercourse, and that 28% of young men’s partners 
and 43% of young women used the pill, so that in 1995 almost % of young people were using 
both the condom and the pill at first intercourse (Brugman et al. 1995:56).
In terms of the relationship between school-based sex education and contraceptive usage, 
however, some Dutch studies have found that sex education does not increase the adoption of 
safer sex practices (van Bilsen & Visser 1993:111) and that sexual knowledge at first 
intercourse amongst young Dutch women is considerably better than is contraceptive usage 
(Rademakers 1991:19). In addition, interim results from the Scottish SHARE project reveal that 
the specially designed school-based sex education programme, in comparison with 
‘conventional’ sex education programmes, had no effect on the use of condoms for the pupils 
who took part in the randomised control trial who had experienced sexual intercourse by the 
age of 16 (Wight et al. 2000:1434).
Sexual activity and age at first intercourse
It has been found that young people who experience first heterosexual intercourse before the 
age of 16 are less likely to use contraception at first intercourse than those who start their 
sexual careers later (Johnson et al. 1994:87; Morrison 1985; UN 1988), so that these young 
women are at greater risk of becoming pregnant unintentionally. As such, it is important to 
determine whether school-based sex education actually affects sexual activity and age at first 
intercourse.
The effect of sex education in general (and school-based sex education in particular) is 
contested in Britain -  one of the most frequently voiced (popular) arguments against providing 
school-based sex education is that it encourages and condones sexual experimentation and 
promiscuity (Thomson 1994:116). This is a view, which although not supported by international 
research, holds a significant amount of sway amongst the British public. For example, in 1997 
Allen found that 1/5 of parents and % of teenagers believed sex education to encourage early 
sexual experimentation (1997:202). In contrast, school-based sex education has been found to 
be widely supported in the Netherlands (Friedman 1992:6).
Despite the controversy surrounding the relationship between school-based sex education and 
sexual activity in Britain, much research has suggested that it neither encourages earlier nor
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Increases levels of sexual activity amongst young people. For example, studies have found 
that sex education does not increase sexual activity (Kirby et al. 1994; Fullerton 1997; 
Staniland & Newell 1996:18) or encourage early sexual initiation (Baldo et al. 1993; Staniland 
& Newell 1996:18). Whereas it has been found to delay the onset of sexual activity 
(Cheesbrough et al. 1999; Kirby et al. 1994; Baldo et al. 1993) and to decrease overall sexual 
activity (Baldo et al. 1993; Kirby et al. 1994).
In specific relation to Britain, Wellings et al. (1997) found that young people who obtain most of 
their knowledge and information from school-based sex education were less likely to initiate 
sexual activity before the age of 16 than were those who gained most information from parents 
and friends. Evidence from the Netherlands, however, has found that AIDS and sex education 
did not delay sexual activity (van Zessen et al. 1996:9), and that it had no effect on sexual 
intercourse (van Bilsen & Visser 1993:103). Others have suggested that “the most reliable 
evidence shows that [school-based sex education] does not increase sexual activity” (CRD 
1997:1). Again, however, interim results from the S FI ARE Project show that no differences 
between the intervention and control groups of young people were found for any of the 
behavioural measures considered -  which included whether young people who had no 
experience of sexual intercourse before the programme began had experienced sexual 
intercourse after the completion of year 1 of the programme (Wight et al. 2002:1433)
Knowledge and Attitudes
As noted above, ignorance about sex(uality) and contraception places young people at risk of 
unintended pregnancy, infection with STIs and abuse. However, these are not the only 
potential risks associated with a lack of information or misinformation concerning sex(uality) 
and contraception:
“In addition, a lack of knowledge about sex and sexuality would also not prepare young 
people about what to expect in relationships, what it means to be a parent, or provide 
them with the ability to be in control of their own sexual identities and activities” (Hosie 
2001:88).
Dutch young people have been found to have high levels of overall knowledge concerning sex, 
procreation, contraception and HIV/AIDS (Ketting 1994:37; klein Tank 1998:10; Rademakers 
1991), and as such, it is claimed that knowledge concerning fertility and contraception amongst 
young Dutch people in general no longer constitutes a problem in the Netherlands. However, 
this knowledge is not distributed equally -  Dutch girls have been found to have higher levels of
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sexual knowledge than boys, as have those with higher educational qualifications 
(Rademakers 1991:16-17). In terms of the effectiveness of Dutch school-based sex education, 
it has been found to increase knowledge about sexuality and birth control (van Bilsen & Visser 
1993:103). However, between 1990 and 1995, knowledge concerning STIs and the prevention 
of HIV amongst young Dutch people did not increase (Brugman 1995:54). Table 2.1. (below) 
details findings from the 1990 and 1995 ‘Youth and Sex’ Surveys conducted with young Dutch 
people regarding their knowledge about STIs and the prevention of HIV. It illustrates that whilst 
in some areas there is a very high rate of correct knowledge amongst young Dutch people (for 
example, that condoms help prevent STIs, and you can prevent HIV by using condoms -  83 
and 92% respectively), young people are less well informed in other important areas.
This data illustrates that whilst using condoms is well established amongst young Dutch 
people, knowledge concerning STIs (particularly that they do not ‘go away by themselves’ and 
that they cannot be prevented by ‘washing well after sex’) are less well established. As such, it 
is clear that knowledge relating to the prevention of pregnancy (indicated here by condom 
usage) is greater amongst Dutch young people than are issues relating to STIs more generally. 
However, it should be noted that the highest level of ignorance about these issues amongst the 
sample were found in the youngest age group and those with non-Dutch parentage (Brugman 
etal. 1995:54).
Table 2.1. Percentage Correct and ‘don ’t  know ’ answers to  questions about STIs and 
Prevention o f HIV am ongst Dutch young people in 1990 (n=11037) and 1995 (n=7288)
% right % don’t  know
1990 1995 1990 1995
STIs don’t go away by themselves 35 36 38 25
You can have a STI without knowing 62 68 32 25
You can prevent STIs by using condoms * - 83 - 14
You can’t prevent STIs by washing well after sex* - 42 38
You can protect yourself from HIV by... .using condoms 87 92 11 5
..using clean injection needles 65 54 23 23
... not having sexual intercourse 67 54 18 18
You cannot protect vourself from HIV bv...washino well after sex 50 53 37 22
...not ‘french kissing’ 54 71 21 16
Notes: * questions only asked in the 1995 survey Source: Translated from Brugman 1995:49
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The effectiveness of school-based sex education in terms of young people’s knowledge in 
Britain has been questioned by assertions that ignorance and misinformation are key factors in 
the relatively high rates of ‘teenage pregnancy’ (Wellings et al 1996, SEU 1999). Indeed, 
research has indicated that British young people have relatively poor levels of sexual 
knowledge (Jarvis 1997:21). The SHARE Project, however, found that young people who had 
been exposed to the intervention were more knowledgeable about sexual health than those in 
the control groups who had not (Wight et al. 2002:4133).
Some explanations for differences in knowledge and attitudes amongst young people living in 
different countries have identified the importance of socio-sexual attitudes -  for example, it has 
been contended that in countries which possess more tolerant attitudes towards sex and 
provide objective information about sex(uality) for young people at an early age, young people 
have higher levels of general knowledge about sexual issues (Goldman & Goldman 1983; 
Jones et al. 1986; van Bilsen & Visser 1994). However, none of these studies have explicitly 
explored, or done so in detail, the nature and roots of these processes, within or between 
countries.
Young People want more Information from School
Another way in which to ascertain the effectiveness of school-based sex education in terms of 
young people’s knowledge is to consider whether they themselves believe they have received 
enough information. In their study of sexual attitudes and lifestyles, Wellings et al. (1995) 
asked respondents whether they felt they ‘knew enough’ or ‘needed more’ information about 
sex at the point in which they experienced first intercourse. The results are reproduced in 
Table 2.2, organised by age at interview and gender.
Table 2.2. Adequacy o f information about sex at firs t sexual experience in Britain
Age
Group
Men Women
No. o f 
subjects
Needed
more
%
Knew
enough
%
Not
yet
ready
%
No. o f 
subjects
Needed
more
%
Knew
enough
%
Not
yet
ready
%
16-24 508 68.8 25.2 6.0 535 66.3 27.2 6.5
25-34 546 73.0 26.6 0.4 721 69.4 29.3 1.3
35-44 537 76.6 22.3 1.2 633 75.4 24.0 0.6
45-59 494 74.0 25.6 0.4 682 77.2 21.7 1.1
All ages 2085 73.1 24.9 2.0 2571 72.3 25.5 2.2
Source: Wellings et al. 1995:418
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This data indicates that more than two thirds of both male and female respondents aged 16-24 
in 1994 (when the data was collected) considered that they possessed inadequate information 
about sex at the time of their first sexual experience. This finding has obvious implications for 
the provision and content of school-based sex education in England. Also of import is the fact 
that the proportion of respondents who felt they ‘knew enough’ about sex at the time of their 
first sexual experience is fairly constant for all age groups. Similarly, although the percentage 
of young people who thought they ‘needed more’ information about sex at first intercourse had 
decreased by age cohort, it had done so by only a small amount -  approximately 2/3 of both 
men and women aged 16-24 in 1994 still felt they needed more information
In light of these findings, it is also useful to consider which sources of information young people 
prefer and find most useful. Wellings et al. (1995) also asked respondents their preferred 
sources of information about sexual matters. Of those 16-24 year olds (in 1994) who claimed 
they had had insufficient information at the time of their first sexual experience 35.2% of the 
women and 51.0% of the men said they would have liked more information from school 
(Wellings et al. 1995:419). These findings are shown in Figure 2.2.
Figure 2.2. : Preferred sources of information about sexual matters of respondents aged 
16-24 in 1994 claiming inadeguate information at first sexual experience
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Source : Adapted from Wellings et al 1995:419
An important finding in relation to this data is that age of first sexual intercourse varies 
according to the main source of information about sexual matters. Men who claimed to have
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learnt most from school-based lessons were less likely to have had sexual intercourse before 
the age of 16 than those who cited ‘boy/girlfriends’ ‘friends’ or ‘other’ as the main source. This 
was also the case for women, although the relation was weaker. Men were also less likely to 
have had first sexual experience before age 16 if they had gained most information from 
relatives, but this was effect was not found for women (Wellings et al. 1995:219).
In terms of most frequently mentioned sources of information relating to sexuality and 
contraception, a more recent study carried out in England also found school to be a key ‘site 
for exchange of Information about sex’ (McNulty & Richardson 2002:1). However, this study 
revealed that whilst school-based sex education was considered by some to be helpful, others 
felt it had been ‘too little, too late’ (2002:6).
2.3. Providing effective school-based sex education
Whilst there remains limited systematic evidence that school-based sex education is effective, it is 
important to consider the elements of school-based sex education which are deemed to constitute 
‘good’ or ‘positive’ sex education. Vilar’s (1994) review of young people’s access to school-based 
sex education in Europe found that whilst sex education had been introduced into the school 
curricula in a large proportion of European countries by the mid 1990s, only Belgium, the 
Netherlands and the Nordic countries were deemed to provide ‘adequate’ sex education (Vilar 
1994). Most countries classed as providing ‘inadequate’ school-based sex education were found 
to focus primarily on the negative outcomes of sexual activity such as ‘teenage pregnancy’, STIs 
and HIV/AIDS, rather than on the promotion of healthy sex and sexuality (Vilar 1994).
As such, attention has often focused on the issues of content, timing, teaching environment 
and ensuring the inclusion of young men, however, curriculum location, general societal 
attitudes and access to sex education have also been found to be important.
Content, Timing & Teaching environment
The content and timing of school-based sex education is considered to be crucial to its 
effective provision. As such, sex education must be relevant to young people’s feelings and 
emotions, which requires knowledge and understanding of their behaviour (Braeken 1994:79).
It should not be based on adult perceptions of young people’s needs and wants (Sex 
Education Forum 1997) as otherwise young people will be less receptive to its messages (HEA 
1998). However, in their systematic review of the effectiveness of sexual health interventions, 
Oakley et al (1994,1995) state that:
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“the data that exist suggest a substantial gap between what educators think is 
important to provide and what young people want to know” (1994:35).
It has also been contended that school-based sex education should not ‘scare’ pupils (David & 
Rademakers 1996) and the importance of a positive presentation of sex(uality) rather than a 
negative tone or content has also been asserted (Oakley et al. 1994,1995).
The Health Education Authority suggest that discussion in school-based sex education should 
be based around the following characteristics:
1. Maintain friendships with both sexes
2. Discuss problems with both sexes
3. Communicate effectively with sexual partner/potential partner
4. Think about, plan and implement safer sex strategies
5. Negotiate use of contraception
6. Agree the status of a relationship
7. Discuss the meaning and importance of sex in a relationship (HEA 1998:2).
They argue that many of these characteristics represent ‘sexual competence’, which they 
assert to be associated with consistent school-based sex education provision. They also 
contend that school-based sex education should have clearly stated and regularly reviewed 
aims and objectives.
There exists unanimous agreement in the research and practice community that effective sex 
education must begin before young people become sexually active -  i.e. before they have 
established patterns of behaviour (Kirby et al. 1994; Oakley et al. 1994, 1995; Fullerton 1997; 
CRD 1997; Green 1998; HEA 1998; Hadley 1998). As was stated above, learning about 
sex(uality) is considered to be a life-long process which begins early and continues throughout 
life (David & Rademakers 1996; Hadley 1998; Wall 1994). As such, formal school-based sex 
education (provided within an appropriate context) should begin early in order that children and 
young people are able to separate ‘fact’ from ‘fiction’ (Hadley 1998).
As such the teaching environment is also crucial. The literature from both countries highlights 
the need for willing and capable teachers who receive training (HEA 1998; Hadley 1998) and 
an ‘open and safe’ classroom environment to ensure effective learning (Braeken 1994:82; Sex 
Education Forum 1997).
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Inclusion of young men
Because of their reproductive capacity, young women have traditionally been the focus of 
school-based sex education. However, it is increasingly considered that in order to maximise 
the effectiveness of contraceptive usage amongst all young people, young men must not be 
excluded or marginalised from the educative process (Silver 1998:15).
Research suggests that young men's needs have not historically been met by school-based 
sex education in the UK (Winter & Breckenmaker 1991; Hadley 1998; Meyrick & Swann 1998). 
As such, the SEU Report identifies young men as being ‘half the problem and therefore half 
the solution’ (1999). Despite this, it has been argued that policy recommendations continue the 
trend of marginalising young men by focusing on the negative consequences for young men 
who become fathers, rather than acknowledging that they have specific needs in relation to sex 
education (Hosie 2001).
Hadley notes that if young men are to be encouraged to develop responsible attitudes to their 
behaviour, and towards their partners, they must not continue to be marginalised from sex 
education provision (1998). However, there are certain factors which need to be addressed in 
order to incorporate young men into meaningful and effective discussions:
“it is necessary to acknowledge some of the powerful pressures which are prevalent 
during their formative years” (Wood 1998:96).
Curriculum location
The location of sex education within the school curriculum is an issue which has not been 
considered explicitly by much of the literature in the area, however, it is increasingly becoming 
apparent that the approach taken is largely dependent on wider societal attitudes to sex in 
general and sex education in particular. As Hosie (2001), describes:
“There are two main ways of incorporating sex education into school provision. It can 
either permeate through the school curriculum, being taught in a variety of subjects as 
defined by each school or nationally, or alternatively, it can be provided as a separate 
subject ‘sex education’, usually taught within a subject such as Health Education or 
Personal and Social Education (or an equivalent)” (2001:96).
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Previous research has shown that countries like the Netherlands and Finland have taken a 
‘permeation approach’ to the provision of sex education (Silver 1998; Hosie 2001) which it is 
contended helps to normalise the topic and perpetuate the culture of sex(uality) being viewed 
as a normal and healthy part of human life (Silver 1998:33). The benefits of the permeation 
approach to the provision of school-based sex education were highlighted by Hosie in relation 
to Finnish provision:
“In Finland, all schools explored (and all schools nation-wide) utilised a permeation 
approach providing sex education within Health Education, Family Education and 
Biology. This had, according to those interviewed, helped to normalise the topic, 
provided a range of different viewpoints, enabled a high level of provision, and 
presented sex education as a topic of equal value to other subjects” (Hosie 2001:377).
Sex education in England and Wales (and Britain generally) has traditionally and continues to 
follow the ‘separate subject’ model, generally being taught as one element of a PSE or PSHE 
programme. Indeed, since the early 1980s government guidelines about the content and 
provision of school-based sex education have been distributed to schools (this will be 
discussed in detail in following chapters). Specifically in relation to Scottish provision, but 
relevant to England and Wales, Hosie (2001) notes that the ‘separate’ approach taken in the 
schools she studied had resulted in pupils not perceiving sex education as of equal status (or 
importance) as other curriculum subjects:
“The ‘permeation’ approach...may not be successful within cultures where teenage sex 
and sexuality are not socially accepted...A likely outcome when sex education is 
expected to be taught in a range of subjects and there lacks the general acceptance of
I
teenage sex and sexuality may therefore be, the subtle disappearance of sex 
education from the curriculum. This is where the ‘separate’ approach to the provision of 
sex education may be more appropriate, in that it would be visibly noticed were it not 
being taught” (Hosie 2001:96).
However, if young people do not perceive school-based sex education -  when taught as a 
separate subject -  as of equal importance as other subjects (presumably partly because it is 
not an examined subject), this may affect the extent to which it is ‘taken seriously’ and 
therefore the extent to which young people internalise its messages and transfer them to their 
lives.
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This chapter has presented a review of literature relating to school-based sex education, 
illustrating that while it remains unclear whether school-based interventions are effective, a 
number of key areas have received particular research attention. Indeed, the lack of clear 
evidence may be related to the methods which have previously been used to evaluate the 
impact of interventions. In addition, even when using randomised control trials, it may be 
difficult to control for the range of variables which may influence young people’s sexual 
behaviour.
Whilst it is clearly important to conduct research which attempts to determine the effectiveness 
of school-based sex education, this is not the intention of this thesis. Rather, it focuses on the 
role of socio-cultural influences in understanding approaches towards school-based sex 
education which have not been explored in detail and therefore remain only vaguely 
understood. Whilst it is often suggested, for example, that “the way a society deals with the 
challenge of school-based sex education is inevitably culturally specific” (Thomson 1994:125), 
the reasons and implications of this and the extent to which countries can draw policy 
examples from foreign cases, has not been explicitly addressed. As such, the thesis’ focus on 
the culture, politics and provision of school-based sex education within the respective historical 
contexts of the Netherlands and England and Wales serves as an example of how important it 
is to consider these wider influences in understanding trends and future policy directions in the 
areas of school-based sex education specifically, and ‘teenage pregnancy’ more generally.
Indeed, as illustrated in Chapter 3, which details and discusses the methodological approach, 
the process of conducting the research in itself contributes to the understanding of these 
processes.
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CHAPTER THREE 
CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARATIVE METHODOLOGY 
AND THE EXPLORATIVE RESEARCH PROCESS
This Chapter documents and discusses the methodological approach employed in the 
collection, management and analysis of data presented in the thesis. Section 3.1. first considers 
comparative methodological approaches, focusing on the potential value of cross-national 
comparisons and the logic of the comparative method. Section 3.2. then goes on to document 
the research design, discussing the evolutionary nature of the research, the multiple sources of 
data used and the rationale for narrowing the focus of the thesis. Section 3.3. finally discusses 
the analytic approaches employed in interpreting the data.
3.1. Conducting Cross-national Comparisons
As noted by Lammers & Hickson (1979:3), comparisons between social organisations, 
structures and behaviours are made by citizens as well as by sociologists, psychologists, 
historians, government departments etc. Comparisons are, thus, implicit in everyday life 
whether someone is deciding which political party to vote for, noticing subtle differences in 
eating habits whilst on a foreign holiday or comparing different countries’ health service 
provisions. Comparative social scientists are concerned with formalising, analysing and 
explaining such patterns and do so by conducting various kinds of direct and systematic 
comparisons of national and/or international social relations, practices, beliefs and behaviours.
Indeed, comparative social analysis has a history of more than 2000 years -  from the Greek 
historian Herodotus, through Karl Marx and Herbert Simon to contemporary studies of modern 
nation states -  and has taken many different forms (for example, aggregate data analysis, 
survey research, content analysis, studies of national characters and computer assisted world 
models). However, since the Second World War comparative research has developed and 
become more widespread, a trend which has been attributed to -  amongst other things -  the 
acceleration of interdependence of the world arena and the growth of data on non-western 
societies. As discussed below, comparative social research is now increasingly being utilised 
not only to further our understanding of different societies, but also to inform the development 
and implementation of social policies.
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Additionally, it is important to clarify the methodological terminology, particularly the sense in 
which the term ‘comparative’ is understood and used. It has been argued that all social 
research involves some element of comparison (Ragin 1996), and some commentators go as 
far as to state that “thinking without comparison is unthinkable...in the absence of comparison, 
so is all scientific thought and scientific research” (Swanson 1971:145).
A number of different terms exist referring to comparative research -  for example comparative, 
cross-national, cross-cultural, trans-national etc. These terms are sometimes used 
interchangeably, but may in fact refer to different forms of research methodology. As such, it 
has been argued that “the vocabulary for distinguishing between the different kinds of 
comparative research is redundant and not very precise” (0yen 1990:7). This can be seen, for 
example, in the following definition provided by Hantrais & Mangen:
“A study can be said to be cross-national and comparative if one or more units in two 
or more societies, cultures or countries are compared in respect of the same concepts 
and concerning the systematic analysis of phenomena, usually with the intention of 
explaining them and generalising from them” (1996:1)
Not only is this definition very broad, incorporating almost all forms of comparative research 
(Hosie 2002:150), it is indeed imprecise. As discussed further below, national borders are not 
necessarily the same as societal or cultural borders, and therefore to state that cross-national 
comparative research refers to studies which either cross societies, cultures or countries is of 
little use.
This section considers the potential value of cross-national comparative research. Firstly it 
illustrates that cross-national comparative research is widely seen to add to our understanding 
of the ‘global society’ (and specifically increasing EU integration) and that its ultimate aim is 
often to facilitate countries to ‘learn’ from one another in developing and implementing social 
policies. It then goes on to discuss the extent to which cross-national comparisons can 
meaningfully and usefully be drawn in light of cultural specificity. Finally it considers the various 
methodological approaches to cross-national comparative research which framed the 
development of the thesis’ research design.
The contemporary value of cross-national comparative research
As noted above, comparative social analysis has a very long history. However, in light of the 
processes of globalisation -  particularly the level of access the internet provides to information
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and communication which transcends cultural boundaries and the relative ease with which 
many people in the so-called ‘developed world’ are able to travel to other countries -  there is 
both increasing interest and ability to conduct more formalised and rigorous cross-national 
comparative research.
Such interest comes from political, media and lay as well as research communities. The world 
is arguably ‘becoming smaller’ in the sense that we are increasingly being forced to 
acknowledge the shared implication of a range of environmental, socio-economic, religious and 
political issues. Many commentators assert the necessity of increasing international 
understanding and communication in order to be able to address these global issues, and 
cross-national comparative social research is increasingly being utilised in the search for 
effective means by which to do so:
“The world is full of confrontations between people, groups, and nations who think, feel, 
and act differently. At the same time these people...are exposed to common problems 
which demand co-operation for their solution. Ecological, economical, military, hygienic, 
and meteorological developments do not stop at national or regional boarders. Coping 
with the threats of nuclear warfare, acid rain, ocean pollution, extinction of animals, 
AIDS, or a world-wide recession demands co-operation of opinion leaders from many 
countries...Understanding the differences in the ways...leaders and their followers think, 
feel, and act is a condition for bringing about world-wide solutions that work" (Hofstede 
1994:3-4).
It is due to the increasing acknowledgement of the universality of problems such as the AIDS 
pandemic and environmental degradation, for example, that “acquiring insight into the 
differences in dominant ways of thinking, feeling and behaving across and within nations has 
become a more urgent issue than ever” (Hofstede 1994:249).
In the context of such global issues cross-national comparisons are increasingly being drawn 
upon not just to provide greater comparative understandings, but also to inform policy 
development and implementation. The specific issues involved in doing so are discussed in 
detail below, however, contributing to the development of a knowledge base for both domestic 
and foreign policy has been cited as a central purpose of comparative research (Antal et al. 
1996:10). As such it is seen as serving to:
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“...fill important gaps in knowledge about how other countries deal with similar 
situations, about the background and effects of alternative strategies for solving 
common problems (or avoiding their emergence in the first place). Structured 
comparison provides a framework for determining those aspects of a situation which 
are due to unique circumstances, and those which are more generally applicable -  and 
therefore possibly appropriate to consider transferring to other contexts” (ibid).
Indeed, as the European Union (EU) becomes increasingly integrated and consolidated, both 
informal and formal comparisons are being made more frequently as nation-states seek to 
function effectively within their wider European context. For example, recurring claims that the 
UK National Health Service (NHS) is in ‘crisis’ have been supported by cross-national 
comparisons of various measures -  both in terms of inputs and outputs. For example national 
healthcare expenditure across Europe is often cited, where the UK is shown to spend less 
money as a percentage of GDP than most other European countries and than the EU and 
OECD averages (Financial Times 15-01-00, page 2). Similarly, measures of the quality of 
service provision in terms of waiting lists etc. are also often made.
Additionally, the implementation of various centralised regulations is exerting pressure on the 
EU to become increasingly homogenised (e.g. pricing, boarder controls, monetary union, 
environmental policy) which consequently affects the way member states view themselves and 
their place within the EU. As Hantrais comments:
“As the prospect of the mutual recognition of educational, qualifications, free movement 
of workers between European Community member states and the harmonisation of 
social policy within the EC becomes a reality, it seems imperative to compare what is 
happening in the education, employment and family policy fields in Britain with 
developments in neighbouring EC countries” (1990:2).
In light of these developments, then, comparative research is a growing area, both within 
academia and various government departments. However, if comparative research is 
increasingly being used to inform policy development and implementation, how useful are its 
findings in doing so? This can be assessed on a number of levels -  the nature and purpose of 
comparisons, the ability to draw meaningful comparisons, the methodological approach used, 
and the level of rigour achieved.
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Firstly, academic comparative research has recently been criticised for being essentially 
descriptive; being seen as failing to apply directly its findings to concrete means by which to 
improve current situations. For example. Rose (2001) comments that much academic 
comparative research has a tendency to be ‘backward’ rather than ‘forward’ looking:
“...the academic study of comparative public policy...systematically examines how 
different countries deal with a similar problem in such fields as health, unemployment, 
transport. But most studies of comparative public policy are back-ward looking, seeking 
to explain how different countries adopted particular programmes rather than indicating 
how one’s own country can apply this knowledge to improve conditions in the future” 
(Rose 2001:1-2).
In this working paper. Rose goes on to outline ten practical steps he contends should be taken 
in order to draw lessons from other countries. These are discussed below, the point here being 
that there seems to be a growing consensus that comparative research should act as a 
resource for policy-makers to ‘tap into’ in order to execute positive change for the future rather 
than merely offering descriptive analyses of differences and how they came about.
Seeing as the ultimate aim of comparative policy research then, is to ‘learn’ from other 
country’s experiences and apply any positive lessons to our own situation, it is appropriate to 
briefly consider the British government’s view on drawing upon other countries’ experiences in 
developing policies for implementation here. Geoff Mulgan, then Director of the Performance 
and Innovation Unit and the Prime Minister’s Forward Strategy Unit at a recent conference 
stated that “for most of the last century the UK has tended to see itself as a policy exporter -  
the BBC, NHS, a meritocratic civil service, privatisation or, to take a recent example, 
Singapore’s decision to copy our NVQs. However, we now accept that we can learn from 
others. We live in a world where people much more naturally compare themselves to others -  
and see much more quickly if our trains work worse, our CDs cost more or our streets have 
more homeless people on them” (Mulgan 2002:1). As such, it may be argued that in the face of 
the ‘global society’, the ‘New Labour’ government is being forced not only to recognise 
international disparities, but to address them as a matter of urgency, partly as a means to 
safeguard its political power (see Chapters 5 & 6).
In terms of the role of academic research in this process, however, Mulgan goes on to make 
the distinction, which has political overtones, between whether theory leads practice or vice
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versa, arguing that whereas policy used to be largely grounded in theoretical and ideological 
conceptualisations, this is no longer so often the case, for example:
“Today a good deal of conceptual innovation is taking place through practice, with 
relatively few areas in which academics develop theoretical frameworks which others 
then apply. More often -  in cases as diverse as intelligence-led policing or drugs 
rehabilitation or the academic writings of the third way -  the theorists are following 
behind, trying to make sense of what the practitioners are doing. This may be 
particularly true because of the rather non-ideological climate in which policy is being 
made. We are now in a phase when concepts are more promiscuous. Most 
governments profess to be more interested in what works than what makes ideological 
sense -  and that means that there is likely to be a greater willingness to see practice 
rather than theory as the best source of ideas” (Mulgan 2002:1).
The British government is now publicly accepting the need to compare ourselves with other 
countries, and that we can and should ‘learn from them’. This can clearly be seen in the way 
the Social Exclusion Unit’s Teenage Pregnancy Report (1999) was framed and written -  both 
in terms of the ‘problem of teenage pregnancy’ being firmly couched in comparative terms (‘our 
shameful record’), and its reference to other countries policy experiences and examples of 
‘promising approaches’ (even if the examples from other countries were mainly American).
Indeed, in conclusion to his paper, Mulgan asserts the value of ‘learning from other countries’, 
claiming that a ‘willingness to adapt and learn’ on the part of governments is not only useful in 
terms of policy development, but is also a means by which to ‘serve citizens’:
“International learning is no substitute for judgement. But exposure to the rest of the 
world helps us to make better judgements, to think more creatively, to see around 
corners, to distinguish the superficial from the profound, so that we can learn the good 
things from other countries and be spared the mistakes of learning the bad things. The 
ultimate prize is that in this emerging global commons the governments which are the 
quickest on their feet, most willing to adapt and learn, will be the ones that serve their 
citizens best” (Mulgan 2002:2).
As such, there is wide consensus that comparative cross-national research “...can help policy 
makers decide what not to do as well as what to do” (Madison 1980:12). However, the 
question as to the ability to do so remains.
46
Christina Silver__________________________________Chapter 3 : Comparative Methodology & Research Process
Making Cross-National Comparisons -  the comparabiiity of cultural context
Although there is clearly a growing interest and perceived value in making cross-national 
comparisons, particularly in terms of informing the development and implementation of positive 
policies, doing so is fraught with potential difficulties. Perhaps the most fundamental criticism of 
cross-national comparative research is that cultural differences prohibit meaningful 
comparison. When embarking on a cross-national research project this issue, and specifically, 
its implications for the ability to learn policy lessons from research results must be explicitly 
addressed.
One of the subsidiary foci of the thesis is to explore these methodological issues. Whilst there 
are a number of reasons why the Netherlands offers a meaningful unit of comparison for 
England and Wales when considering school-based sex education policy, I also have a 
particular personal interest in comparatively exploring the similarities and differences between 
the two countries. I have a Dutch mother and an English father, I speak both languages 
fluently, and although I have lived the majority of my life in England, I have spent a lot of time 
in the Netherlands and therefore have a fairly extensive understanding of its history and what it 
means to be Dutch and what it feels like to live in the Netherlands.
It is acknowledged that this may have affected the ability to conduct the research objectively in 
the sense that a number of biases and pre-conceptions were necessarily held before-hand. 
Although these inevitably influenced the choice of subject matter and the way it was 
approached, they also awarded a relatively unique position in collecting and interpreting 
various kinds of qualitative data. As such, as well as exploring the extent to which cross­
national comparative research can effectively be utilised to inform policy, the thesis considers 
the usefulness of a bilingual researcher for the process of conducting cross-national 
comparative research (see Chapter 8).
This section, therefore considers the ability to understand the behaviours and practices of 
other cultures; the comparability of units of comparison; and the transferability of policy-related 
‘lessons’ from one country to another.
The first issue is the extent to which it is deemed possible to study other countries and make 
meaningful comparisons : is it possible for researchers from one country to understand the 
cultures and practices of other countries? Before addressing this issue, it is necessary to 
briefly consider what we mean by the term ‘culture’.
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The thesis is framed by the basic assumption that concepts and values are socially 
constructed so that understandings of them vary across cultures and time-frames. Whilst it is 
accepted that individuals’ behave largely according to their own choices, they do so within a 
specific socio-cultural and historical context which may influence their motivations for and 
choice of particular behaviour.
‘Culture’ can be defined as “the symbolic and learned, non-biological aspects of human 
society, including language, custom and convention” (Abercrombie et al. 1994:98), or as “the 
collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one group or category 
of people from another” (Hofstede 1994:6). As such, there is a clear distinction between 
‘society’ and ‘culture’: the former relates to the collective, often national, identity of a country’s 
members, including social institutions and the rules and regulations to which all members are 
required to conform, whereas the latter refers to people’s motivations for and perception of 
behaviour. It is therefore possible for one society to include several ‘cultures’ (i.e. possessed 
by different socio-economic classes or ethnic minorities etc.) as well as a more general, all 
encompassing one.
As such, the term is used in a broad, anthropological sense throughout the thesis rather than in 
the narrower sense in which it is used to refer to ‘civilisations’ and their products (Hofstede 
1998:5). Specifically, ‘culture’ is used to refer to the ways in which the Dutch and British 
generally conceptualise and characterise sexual behaviour (and specifically how they perceive 
young people’s sexuality); to the prevailing socio-sexual norms, values and attitudes; and to 
the wider national values and beliefs which underlie them (see Chapters 5 & 6).
When using the term ‘culture’ it is important to acknowledge and make a distinction between a 
cohesive, national, or dominant ‘culture’ or ‘national identity’ (i.e. one which encompasses the 
beliefs and patterns of behaviour of the majority of its members^), and the use of terms such as 
‘belief system’, ‘system of values’ or ‘ideology’ which are often employed in the Anglo- 
American sociological tradition to refer to the values, beliefs and behaviours of smaller ‘sub­
cultures’ (Abercrombie 1994:99).
For the purposes of this study, then, ‘culture’ is used to refer to the dominant values and beliefs 
of society in general (as exemplified through national sexual attitude surveys and the like), and
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‘sub-culture’ to refer to the specific beliefs and values of particular social groups (in this case, 
‘young people’) within society. One implication of breaking down the term ‘culture’ in this way, 
however, is that conceptualising society as a series of distinct ‘sub-cultures’ or ‘life-worlds’ 
rather than as possessing a cohesive, common culture raises the question as to how 
consensus is maintained (ibid.). This is an interesting and important consideration and one 
which is actually of particular relevance to this study (see Chapter 6).
Philosophers such as Winch, Wittgenstein and Feyerabend argue that beliefs are relative to 
the particular society in question, that therefore, they are not directly comparable across 
cultures and that it is not possible to reach a meaningful understanding of other societies’ 
behaviour. As such they implicitly suggest individuals to be ‘cultural dopes’, whose beliefs, 
values and behaviour have been directly shaped by the cultural environment in which they 
have been brought up and live. As Hofstede comments, “every person carries within him or 
herself patterns of thinking, feeling and potential acting which were learned throughout their 
lifetime...The sources of one’s mental programmes^ lie within the social environments in which 
one grew up and collected one’s life experiences. The programming starts within the family; it 
continues within the neighbourhood, at school, in youth groups, at the work-place, and in the 
living community” (Hofstede 1994:4).
Some go on to argue, however, that individuals are unable to disregard their own 
preconceptions, and therefore cannot interpret other cultures’ behaviour ‘objectively’; they can 
only do so in light of personal culturally determined experiences. This is a valid point; one 
which must be acknowledged, and it is fair to suggest that ‘outsiders’ may misinterpret 
behaviour more often and to a greater degree than members of the society in question^.
However, difficulties in reaching meaningful understanding and interpreting data sensitively 
and accurately must not be allowed to undermine the validity and potential utility of cross­
national comparative research. If comparative sociologists are aware of, sensitive and reflexive 
towards these issues it is possible to conduct both meaningful and valid cross-national 
comparisons, the results of which can be put to positive effect. It may be difficult to understand 
behaviour which takes place within the confines of a set of cultural and social norms with which
 ^ Hofstede refers to ‘national cultures’ as being “dominant mental programmes, those shared by the majority of the middle 
classes... I justified this choice by the argument that the middle classes serve as the stabilising element in national societies" 
(1998:6), see also Hofstede (1980)
Hofstede uses the term "mental programmes’, or ‘software of the mind’, to describe patterns of thinking, feeling and acting, 
(1994:4).
But it can also be argued that members of the subject society are also prone to misunderstanding and misrepresentation by 
the very virtue of their being indoctrinated by the same culture; blinded of the ‘obvious’ because they are similarly 
conditioned.
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the researcher is unfamiliar, but it is not impossible provided sufficient time and effort is taken 
to familiarise oneself with the structures, norms, values etc. of the society in question; in order 
to fully understand the behaviour of other cultures it is necessary to place that behaviour “in the 
context of the relation between man and society" (Winch 1976:40). And, as highlighted by 
Hofstede, “...although the variety in people’s minds is enormous, there is a structure in this 
variety which can serve as a basis for mutual understanding” (Hofstede 1994:4).
This brings us on to the issue of the comparability of the units of analysis being used -  are we 
comparing like with like? This is an important question to ask especially when cross-national 
comparative research is conducted with the aim of informing policy developments.
As implied by Hofstede above, because the Netherlands and Britain are both North-European, 
industrialised democracies, the cultural differences between them are considerably easier to 
identify, understand and interpret for say, an English sociologist, than would be a society such 
as Western Samoa or a Bolivian highland community. For example, European culture has 
many common characteristics including democratic political systems, capitalist economies, 
traditionally Christian religious practices and similar patterns of work, leisure, family life and 
social trends. As such, European (or ‘Western’) culture can be seen to be unified in contrast to 
others with which it has little identity (e.g. African or Far Eastern). Whilst there are undoubtedly 
social and behavioural differences within European cultures, contentions that it is almost 
impossible to interpret cultures other than our own, and that to do so is to distort subjects’ own 
meanings and realities, may be less damming for studies focussing on two or more countries 
which have some shared socio-economic and cultural history.
Being half Dutch, and therefore having a working (or ‘insider’) understanding of both British 
and Dutch lifestyle, I am in the privileged position of being able to assimilate into either culture. 
I am also able to understand the structure, functioning and regulation of each society. It is 
therefore arguably easier for me to compare The Netherlands and England and Wales than for 
a researcher who only possesses ‘insider knowledge’ of the home country. Winch states that 
“the important question for us is: in what circumstance could one say that one had understood 
[alien]...behaviour?” (1976:115). As demonstrated through the thesis, my status enabled me to 
largely overcome the problem of ‘understanding’ Dutch culture and interpreting data sensitively 
and accurately. It also facilitated access to the Dutch data than may otherwise have been the 
case due to the lack of significant language and communication barriers.
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The most crucial question, however, may be the extent to which, even when the issues 
discussed above are understood, acknowledged and addressed, the lessons we learn, can be 
applied to the home context. If the position that cultural contexts are unique is taken then it 
may be considered that lessons learned from one country cannot be applied to another, or that 
this can only be achieved when a sufficiently high level of abstraction has been reached so that 
differences between cultures and countries can be bridged. In this case, however, the 
conclusions reached will necessarily also be abstract and therefore of limited value in informing 
policy (Antal et al. 1996:15).
Mulgan goes on to outline three broad kinds of policy field, each of which he contends require 
a different kind of approach. These are
i) stable po licy  fields (where knowledge is ‘settled’; governments broadly know what 
works; there is a strong evidence base; and the most that can be expected is some 
incremental improvement)
ii) po licy  fields in flux  (where most people recognise that things need to change; that 
policies that once worked are no longer working)
iii) inherently novel p o licy  fields (no-one knows for sure what works and what doesn’t 
because these are virgin territories) (Mulgan 2002:2).
He suggests that the kind of policy area under study will influence where and how one looks for 
comparisons, but this is also likely to affect the extent to which the ‘lessons learned’ will be 
transferable and effective.
In terms of Mulgan’s three kinds of policy area, comparing school-based sex education policy 
and provision between England and Wales and the Netherlands would seem to fit most closely 
into the ‘policy fields in flux’ category. Although Chapter 2 argued that there is a wealth of 
research literature in the general area of school-based sex education and that there exists a 
certain amount of consensus concerning its content and delivery, the fact that the British 
government has identified school-based sex education as a particular area for attention in the 
broader aim of reducing ‘teenage pregnancy’ rates, illustrates that recognition exists within 
government that policies are ‘no longer working’ and ‘things need to change’.
If it is considered that positive policy ‘lessons’ have been identified from another country it is 
nevertheless not necessarily a straightforward process to transfer and implement them, as 
Rose comments:
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“If a lesson is positive, a lesser or greater amount of adaptation is nonetheless required 
before it can be imported to take into account differences in administrative institutions 
and methods of delivering public services between the exporting and importing country. 
Additional changes are also likely to be needed in order to satisfy the demands of the 
countries’ different political constituencies” (Rose 2001:3).
Additionally, however, is the issue of political will to adopt the findings from cross-national 
comparative research. Rose goes on to conclude that “the decision about whether or not to 
apply the lessons that can be drawn is not a technical matter but a question of political values 
and interests” (2001:5).
Particularly relevant to this thesis, however, may be the sense in which the theoretical 
approach adopted in conducting the comparison affects the ability to ‘transfer’ policies:
“...historical and contextual approaches to policymaking emphasise nation-specific 
features of a programme. The greater the emphasis given to influences from the past 
as the dominant force affecting future national developments, the greater the barrier 
raised to applying lessons from abroad. Contextual analysis implies that nothing that 
works in one country is likely to be effective in another context. From such 
perspectives, the critical point about British and French programmes for dealing with a 
common problem is that one is British and embedded in British society, while the other 
is French and for that reason could only flourish in France. Both total fungibility and 
total blockage are familiar arguments. They are also contradictory” (Rose 2001:4-5).
Here Rose suggests that the adaptation of ‘historical and contextual’ approaches will 
necessarily reduce the ability to learn and apply ‘lessons’ effectively.
There are, then, a number of factors which may affect the ability to applying the lessons 
learned from one country to another. These questions have been explicitly addressed through 
the research process and are discussed in Chapter 8.
Methodological approaches to comparative research
Having discussed the potential value of conducting comparative research and the extent to 
which meaningful comparisons can be made across cultures and countries, this section 
proceeds to consider various methodological approaches to conducting comparative research, 
in the context of which the research design for the thesis was initially developed.
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Comparative research has traditionally been dichotomised according to whether a variable- or 
case-oriented approach is adopted (see Ragin 1987). As such variable oriented comparative 
research has historically been concerned with cataloguing and explaining large-scale structural 
trends with the aim of achieving generality, and case-oriented comparative research with in- 
depth understanding of the differences and similarities between a few cases with the aim of 
understanding complexity:
“the case-oriented strategy is best suited for identifying invariant patterns common to 
relatively small sets of cases; the variable-oriented strategy is best suited for assessing 
probabilistic relationships between features of social structures, conceived as 
variables, over the widest possible population of observations” (Ragin 1987:69).
The proponents of each method tend to be fundamentally at odds and have criticised each 
other for the failings of one or other method. For example, case-oriented research is criticised 
for its tendency for particularisation and variable-oriented research for producing abstract 
generalisations (see, for further examples the debate between Goldthorpe and Ragin in 
Brochmann etal. 1997).
Recently, however, there has been a trend towards synthesising methodological approaches to 
comparative research (see Janoski 1991; Ragin 1987). The principle of synthetic comparative 
strategies is to integrate several of the features of the case- and variable-oriented methods 
rather than simply applying both strategies to a research problem as a ‘combined strategy’ 
would do (Ragin 1987:69). As such Ragin asserts that a synthetic comparative strategy must 
allow a large number of cases to be addressed and embody a logical experimental design, and 
that it should also permit the formulation of a parsimonious explanation, allow a holistic 
analysis of cases, and allow the consideration of alternative explanations (1987:82-84):
“In short, the ideal synthetic strategy should integrate the best features of the case- 
oriented approach with the best features of the variable-oriented approach. This 
integration would allow investigators to address questions relevant to many cases in a 
way that does not contradict either the complexity of social causation or the variety of 
empirical social phenomena. The key to a proper synthetic strategy is the idea of 
qualitative comparative analysis -  the notion of comparing wholes as configurations of 
parts. This is the via media between complexity and generality, between the radically
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analytic variable-oriented strategy and the highly personalised case-oriented strategy” 
(Ragin 1987:84).
This approach, then, differs from a combined one which uses both case- and variable-oriented 
strategies without attempting to merge them into a single approach — for example using 
quantitative cross-national analysis and case-studies together.
The extent to which Ragin's proposal for synthetic comparative strategies can be achieved is, 
however, contested. Janoski (1991) is sceptical -  although conceding that Ragin’s goals are 
admirable he concludes that studies which combine time series with history seem most likely to 
achieve synthesis but that it is much less likely to conduct completely synthetic studies with 
large Ns.
A subsidiary aim of the thesis was to explore the utility of the case-oriented approach as a valid 
comparative methodology in its own right. It was accepted at the outset that there are certain 
limitations to the case-oriented method; but not that these necessarily negate the effective 
utilisation of the method. This was not to reject the value of efforts to integrate the strengths of 
case and variable-orientated methods in an effort to minimise the limitations of both, but to 
suggest that a synthesised approach should only be used to address problems which can be 
most effectively explained by doing so.
As such, this study illustrates that certain issues are best understood and explained by 
systematic formal analysis of a few cases rather than a synthesised comparative approach. 
Because one of the aims of the thesis is to inform policy the case-oriented approach is the 
most appropriate method. Two-case cross-national comparisons can result in meaningful and 
effective policy implications because the results of detailed analysis are more valid and useful 
for informing policy than the abstract generalisations obtained by variable-orientated 
comparative methods. Synthetic comparative strategies which attempt to merge detailed 
understanding with representative generalisability would therefore also be inappropriate in 
addressing such issues; it is precisely the kind of context specific insights that case-oriented 
methods offer which are required to explore the similarities and differences in the development 
and effectiveness of school-based sex education in England and Wales and the Netherlands.
The thesis therefore addresses the resuscitation of the more traditional understanding of 
comparative research methodology where researchers interested in in-depth understanding 
and specific explanation use case-oriented methods, those concerned with large-scale trends
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and generality employ variable-orientated strategies and those who desire to avoid criticism for 
the limitations of their methodological approach attempt a synthetic model.
However, as detailed in the remainder of this Chapter, the reality of conducting this study, 
specifically in terms of practicalities and encountering various obstructions meant that adhering 
to strict methodological procedures and principles was difficult. As such, it was not possible to 
conduct the comparison as directly and rigorously as had been the initial intention, and in 
practice, the procedure became much more evolutionary in nature.
3,2. The evolutionary research process
This section details and discusses the research process as it evolved; indeed, it has been 
written to reflect both the exploratory nature of the research and the evolutionary nature of the 
process of collecting and analysing various kinds of primary and secondary qualitative data. In 
light of this ‘multi-faceted’ approach, various types of data were collected and analysed in 
parallel, and as the research progressed certain themes emerged repeatedly from the different 
aspects, which were then focussed in on. As such, the process of collecting, interpreting and 
building theories from various kinds of data took the form of a funnel-like journey; and both this 
Chapter and the remainder of the thesis has been written to reflect the nature of this process.
It begins by briefly discussing the initial research aims and the ways in which they influenced 
the theoretical approach to data collection and analysis. The remainder of the Chapter then 
discusses each stage of the research process in sequence (although it should be noted that 
several stages occurred in parallel), illustrating how the focus was refined as certain themes 
and patterns emerged, and in light of a number of obstacles encountered in accessing data. As 
such, this section serves the purpose of ‘setting the scene’ of the remainder of the thesis, and 
because of the way in which certain obstacles and findings shaped the process, should be 
seen as data in itself.
An evolutionary approach to cross-national comparative research -  narrowing the focus
The original intention of the thesis was to explore whether, in what ways and how the socio­
cultural differences between England and the Netherlands could add to our understanding of 
the historical differences in ‘teenage pregnancy’ rates. As such, the aim was to:
“...investigate the historical socio-cultural mechanisms which underlie the values, 
attitudes and behaviour of members of Dutch and English society -  and specifically, 
the policies which have been implemented to address ‘teenage pregnancy’. As such
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this thesis begins from a different starting point from most previous research. This 
approach is adopted with the intention of providing an historical and cultural context to 
our understanding of policy development, implementation and effectiveness and the 
(sexual) behaviour of young people. It is adopted in the belief that by so-doing we can 
reach a greater understanding of the previous [relative] failure to devise effective 
policies] in England, thereby -  hopefully -  resulting in suggestions which will prove to 
be more effective [in reducing unintended conceptions amongst young people in 
England]” (Silver 2000:8-9).
As such, the intention was to compare a number of key policy areas related to the prevention 
of unintended pregnancy amongst young people; to consider their development and 
implementation in the respective historico-cultural context; and then to track their impact on 
both local service provision and individual young people’s experiences, attitudes and 
behaviours.
In this sense the research process was evolutionary in nature -  multiple methods of data 
collection were employed in order to investigate and interpret various factors as they emerged 
to be of influence in interpreting the differing rates of unintended pregnancy amongst young 
women in the two countries. Broadly these were:
• National school-based sex education policy and local practice
• The provision of contraceptive services to young people
• The utilisation of the mass media in educating young people
• Young people’s sexual behaviour
Large amounts of data were collected to inform these various aspects -  including, for example, 
an historical comparison (in the form of a time-line) of the provision of contraceptive and 
abortion services; a comparison of newspaper and television representations of 'teenage 
pregnancy' and school-based sex education and of the design, content and tone of mass 
media public health campaigns. As illustrated below, questions concerning these aspects were 
also included in the interview schedule.
However, as the research progressed it was decided to narrow the focus of the thesis to look 
specifically at school-based sex education rather than all of these factors. Because one of the 
underlying principles of the research was to ensure that the interpretation remained grounded 
in the experiences and interpretations of young people themselves, the focus-group data was 
collected and analysed first. As is discussed further below and in Chapter 4, this highlighted
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the potential importance -  according to young people with experience of living in both countries 
-  of the way each country formally regulates young people's behaviour and access to 
information and sexual health services. It was subsequently decided to explore these 
regulatory mechanisms and processes in more detail for each of the four aspects of the 
research as detailed above.
However, the process of doing so -  whilst indeed highlighting that particular differences do 
exist at these various levels in each country -  served to broaden the focus of an already 
ambitious research design. Particularly, the analytic process was becoming difficult to conduct 
systematically and rigorously as so many factors, processes and cultural forces were emerging 
as important influences. Together with encountering certain obstacles in accessing the data 
required to inform the original research aims (see below), it was subsequently decided to 
narrow the focus to consider specifically, and in detail, the development and nature of each 
country's approach to school-based sex education. The rationale for this decision was that it 
was felt more appropriate to consider one particular aspect in detail rather than attempt to 
consider a broad range of aspects, but not be able to do so in such depth within the available 
time constraints.
The decision to focus on school-based sex education rather than any of the other aspects was 
two-fold. The first was primarily practical -  this was the area for which most data had been 
collected and analysed when the decision was made. Additionally, however, and as discussed 
earlier, the British government's particular focus on school-based sex education as a policy 
area in the attempt to reduce incidence of "teenage pregnancy" meant that this aspect of the 
research is particularly relevant to current debates. However, the thesis uses school-based sex 
education as a case-study example to illustrate the cultural and contextual differences between 
the Netherlands and England and Wales, and should therefore not be seen as directly 
contributing to the aim of reducing the incidence of unintended pregnancy amongst young 
women in England and Wales or as making any claims concerning the effectiveness of school- 
based sex education in either country.
Although data collection obstacles contributed to the change in focus, they also add to our 
understanding of the socio-cultural perceptions of young people and sexuality, and 
subsequently act as significant findings in themselves. Therefore, the remainder of this 
Chapter includes background information on the rationale behind the (primary and secondary) 
data which was collected but does not constitute a major aspect of the thesis. It also discusses 
the obstacles encountered; how they specifically contributed to the change in focus and how
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they themselves illustrate some of the cultural differences between the two countries (see 
subsequent Chapters for more discussion of the nature of these cultural differences).
Theoretical approaches to data collection and analysis
As indicated above, the thesis is inherently exploratory; reflecting the topic under consideration 
and the research aims. Therefore, although certain key aspects were initially identified as 
being of particular interest, the various stages were designed incrementally as the focus was 
refined. As such, a high degree of flexibility characterised the process; allowing for emerging 
themes to direct subsequent data collection.
For these reasons, no definitive methodological or theoretical paradigm was formally adhered 
to; indeed it was considered that to do so would constrain the ability to achieve the research 
aims. Firstly, as mentioned above, the research topic required an ‘open’ and flexible approach 
whilst still being systematic. Secondly, to adopt a particular methodological or theoretical 
approach may have directed the research in a particular way, thereby risking missing important 
areas of influence -  whereas the over-riding aim was to consider various (initially unidentified) 
‘levels’ of culture, aspects of policy and influences on young sexual people’s behaviour. 
Thirdly, not only were different kinds of data collected, but they served very different functions 
within the thesis as a whole -  each contributing in a specific way to the growing picture and 
developing theory.
As such, it is argued that individual research projects require specific approaches because 
they inevitably serve specific purposes -  depending on a number of factors, including the 
reasons and client for whom they are conducted, the available resources (time, financial and 
location), and the use which is to be made of the results.
Nevertheless, a number of sociological perspectives have been drawn upon at various stages 
of the research process. Firstly, the broad areas of interest clearly reflect a social- or cultural- 
constructionist perspective in the sense that the thesis seeks to explore the extent to which a 
country’s social, cultural and political history can add to our understanding of one particular 
area of policy development, implementation and effectiveness. However, the thesis did not 
adhere to this approach formally - in the sense that the aim was to explore whether these 
relationships exist and how they may operate rather than to necessarily verify them.
In general terms, the thesis clearly also falls into the Interpretative paradigm -  particularly in 
terms of the collection of various kinds of qualitative data and the ways these were analysed
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and used to build theory. However, as discussed above, because of the various forms and 
functions of the data various approaches to analysis were utilised. In this sense, the research 
process was approached in an inherently reflexive way and the manner in which each form of 
data was analysed is discussed specifically where relevant below.
Confidential pilot questionnaire
The collection of primary data from young people concerning the ways in which they learn 
about issues relating to sexuality and contraception, their sexual behaviour and attitudes and 
contraceptive usage constituted a major aspect of the research at its outset, and as such, pilot 
work with young people constituted the first phase of data collection.
An initial questionnaire was designed which would enable sexually active young people to be 
identified and subsequently approached for a follow-up pilot interview -  it was considered that 
only interviewing sexually active young people would be most useful as this would enable 
direct comparison of how the Dutch and English respondents negotiated contraceptive usage 
as they began and developed their ‘sexual careers’.
The English pilot interview respondents were accessed through a school in the South of 
England in October 1999. Due to the sensitive nature of the research, this particular school 
was approached because I knew one of the teachers which facilitated initial access to the 
school’s Deputy Head Teacher to discuss the research design and rationale. However, upon 
reading the questionnaire, the Deputy Head Teacher would only allow it to be administered if 
question 16 (which asked whether respondents had experience o f ‘kissing’; ‘touching partners 
genitalia’ and ‘sexual intercourse’) was removed. This condition affected the utility of the 
questionnaire because this information was of primary interest in identifying respondents for 
interview, and therefore attempts were made to persuade her to include the question -  by 
suggesting to re-phrase it and assuring total confidentiality for both the respondents involved 
and the school.
It is interesting to note her reasoning for refusing to allow this particular question to be asked of 
the pupils. She made assurances that it was not because of any personal objection to the 
question -  indeed, she considered the research to be important given the ‘problem’ of ‘teenage 
pregnancy’, however, she claimed that asking this question would have negative 
consequences on the reputation of the school and she was not prepared to take such a risk. 
She also thought that even if the school remained anonymous, ‘word’ would get out to the 
wider community through the pupils who had completed the questionnaire. As such she
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seemed to be primarily apprehensive about parents' response, who she thought would be 
concerned about the school allowing -  and therefore implicitly condoning -  asking pupils about 
their sexual experience and activity. The sense in which these obstacles contribute to the 
understanding of the wider approach to school-based sex education is discussed in Chapter 7.
At the outset of the primary data collection phase, therefore, it became evident that certain 
obstacles may be encountered in accessing young people for interview through schools, which 
were intrinsically linked to the nature of the phenomena. The particularly interesting aspect of 
this schools’ concerns, however, was that no objections were raised about the inclusion of 
question 17 which concerned respondents’ use of various drugs. As such, the particularly 
sensitive nature of young people’s sexuality can be seen clearly -  no concerns were 
expressed about questioning pupils about activities which are illegal for all people, but serious 
objections were raised about questioning pupils about their sexual activity; a legal activity 
(assurances had also been made that only pupils aged 16 and over would be approached for 
interview).
This school’s perspective was perhaps understandable in light of the high-profile nature of 
young people’s sexuality at the time -  the Teenage Pregnancy Report’ had been published 
four months earlier and had received a considerable amount of media attention. As such, it 
was decided to continue with the questionnaire without question 16 because it was envisaged 
that similar concerns would exist at other schools.
In-depth p ilot interviews w ith young people
The pilot interview schedule was designed with the aim of providing first-hand data on the way 
young people are introduced to sexuality and how they actually experience their first sexual 
encounter; what kind of sex education they have received and their evaluation of it; their 
educational and career aspirations; their relationships with members of the opposite sex; and 
some of their socio-sexual attitudes.
As such, it covered many aspects of respondent’s lives in detail and therefore care was taken 
to ensure they were fully aware of their rights to confidentiality and anonymity and that they 
were free to refuse to answer any question and terminate the interview at any point. The 
interview schedule was split into the following 8 sections:
• fam ily background : the purpose of this section is to gain some general background 
information and to put the respondent at ease concerning the interview. Questions provide
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general details of the socio-economic and family background in which the respondents 
have grown up. These details are important due to findings that ‘the risk of teenage 
parenthood is greatest for young people who have grown up in poverty or those with poor 
educational achievement' (SEU Report 1999:17).
• educational history : this section provides details of respondents’ educational career and 
achievements and their aspirations for the future. It aims to uncover whether female 
respondents have a reason not to become pregnant in light of findings that ‘low educational 
achievement is a risk factor for teenage parenthood’ (SEU Report 1999:17). The original 
purpose was to compare this data with the sexual behaviour of each respondent to 
investigate the link between educational achievement and aspirations with contraceptive 
usage.
• learning about sex -  school : the first question in this section is about the first time
respondents’ became aware of sex and seeks to understand the manner in which they
were introduced to sexuality and related issues. It then goes on to ask about the sex and 
relationships education which has been provided at school. They are asked whether a 
range of topics have been covered at school (including reproduction, STDs, relationships 
and sexual pleasure), at what age and what they thought about what was covered. This 
data supplements documentary evidence concerning sex education policy, the intention 
being to further the understanding of the way each country formally addresses young 
people’s sexuality. It also provides first-hand data on how respondents themselves view 
school-based sex education and how they think it could be improved.
• learning about sex -  home : this section explores the extent and manner in which
families provide children and young people with information about sex(uality) and
relationships. Questions are asked about whether, when and how respondents have 
spoken with their mothers, fathers and siblings about sex and relationships and how 
comfortable they feel doing so. The intention here was to contribute to the picture of how 
young people are introduced to sexuality which could then be compared to the way each 
country generally conceptualises the issue.
• learning about sex -  media : this section explores the role of various media -  primarily 
television, magazines and leaflets -  in young people’s introduction to and learning about 
sex and related issues. Questions asked include whether they read magazines, what kind 
of information they contain and how useful it is. The same questions are asked regarding
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television programmes and information leaflets. The intention was to compare this data to 
the general societal attitude to sexuality.
• sexual history : this section explores the sexual experience of respondents. They are 
asked whether they have experienced various sexual practices (kissing with tongues; 
touching of genitalia; oral sex and penetrative sexual intercourse), how old they were at the 
first occasion, the circumstances surrounding the first occasion and how they felt about it 
then and now. The aim was to develop a picture of their ‘sexual career’ and to establish 
whether any pressure was exerted and if so, how this was dealt with. The aim here was to 
establish the relative ‘empowerment’ of the young women which would be contrasted with 
their educational achievement and aspirations to see if any correlation existed. It was also 
intended to uncover whether the Dutch women were more ‘empowered’ or ‘in control’ of 
their sexual activity than their English counterparts.
• contraceptive usage : this section complements the previous in asking about 
contraceptive usage. Questions were asked about contraceptive usage at first and 
subsequent sexual intercourse and about how this usage is negotiated. Again the intention 
was to provide data concerning ‘empowerment’ and control of sexual activity as well as 
consistency and method of contraceptive usage.
• socio-sexual attitudes ; this section asks some questions designed to elicit socio-sexual 
attitudes, but also serves to round the interview off after the fairly intrusive and personal 
questions which have preceded. Respondents are asked about their opinions on the age of 
consent, sex before marriage, homosexuality, adultery etc. The original intention was to 
compare respondents’ attitudes between each country and to the national survey data for 
each country.
The purpose of these interviews was to complement documentary evidence and secondary 
analysis (see below); to build up a picture of each country’s approach towards and young 
people’s sexuality and ‘teenage pregnancy’.
At the end of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to indicate if they would be prepared 
to take part in a follow-up interview. This resulted in two pilot interviews (both conducted with 
young women), although given the school’s concerns, they were conducted outside school 
time and in a different location in order to disassociate the school from the research as much 
as possible.
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As a result of the problems encountered at all stages of the data collection (see below and 
Chapter 7), the interview schedule was modified in some respects as a result of the focus- 
group data collected (see below).
Dutch pilot Interviews
Problems with accessing respondents for the Dutch pilot interviews were also encountered, but 
were of a completely different nature. Part of the problem was trying to access respondents 
and organise interviews from England because it was difficult to set up preliminary face-to-face 
meetings with potential gatekeepers. This issue recurred throughout the research process and 
highlights the problem with conducting cross-national comparative research when resources 
are limited and the researcher is permanently located in one country. In hindsight, it would 
perhaps have been more productive to spend several months in the Netherlands at a time to 
set up and negotiate access, and collect primary data etc. rather than making a number of 
short (normally 2 weeks at a time) visits.
Additionally, however, was the widespread reluctance of many Dutch schools to be involved 
with research into school-based sex education and ‘teenage pregnancy’. Several Dutch 
schools were approached for the pilot work, but did not want to take part, either because they 
had already taken part in similar projects, or because they did not see the research to be of 
value because they did not perceive the subject to be an issue to their school personally, or in 
the Netherlands more generally.
Due to these barriers and the problems already encountered in England with the pilot 
questionnaire, it was decided to use informal Dutch contacts to access willing pilot interview 
respondents. The problem with this approach, however, is firstly that these arrangements are 
informal and were usually negotiated by a third party, and are therefore more prone to fall 
through -  which is exactly what happened on the first data collection visit to the Netherlands. 
Secondly, it is also impossible to control the characteristics of respondents obtained in this 
manner, which reduces the reliability of any sample gained in this way. For the pilots this was 
not such a problem as the main aim was to test the Dutch interview schedule (which had been 
translated with the help of a Dutch colleague) to ascertain whether the questions elicited 
sufficiently comparative information. Two Dutch pilots were eventually conducted -  one with a 
young man and one with a young woman.
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As such, during this first phase of data collection it became apparent that issues of school- 
based sex education, young people's sexuality and sexual activity were perceived very 
differently by the schools approached in the two countries. Although the practical result was 
similar -  in that it was difficult to access young people through schools in both countries -  the 
nature of obstacles encountered were very different, as were their impact on the developing 
understanding of the way in which young people's sexuality is perceived in the two countries 
and thus the subsequent direction the research took (see Chapter 7).
Focus-groups with young people with experience of living in both countries
Also in autumn 1999 a series of pilot focus-groups were conducted with young Dutch people 
living in England and young English people living in the Netherlands. The rationale for doing so 
was two-fold. Firstly, because of my dual ‘nationality’ and basis for personal interest in the way 
the two countries approach issues relating to young people’s sexuality, I brought with me a 
number of preconceptions as to the nature of cultural differences between the two countries 
and their potential impact on policy development, implementation and young people’s attitudes 
and behaviours. It was therefore particularly important to take steps to prevent these potential 
biases affecting the research in order to ensure my interpretations remain as objective as 
possible.
Secondly, the obstacles encountered in accessing respondents for the pilot interviews had 
begun to highlight some interesting differences in terms of respective perceptions on the 
acceptability of discussing issues relating to sexuality and sexual behaviour with young people. 
As such, the aim of the focus-groups was to explore these differences from a young person’s 
perspective.
A total of 17 respondents were recruited through two international schools (one in each 
country) which a number of pupils with experience of living in both countries attended. Focus 
group 1 (FG1) was conducted with four 16 year old women and one 17 year old man attending 
a British school in the Netherlands. Focus group 2 (FG2) was conducted with three 14 year old 
women, one 15 year old woman and one 16 year old man attending a Dutch school in 
England. Focus group 3 (FG3) was conducted with two 16 year old women, three 16 year old 
men, one 17 year old man and one 18 year old man attending a Dutch school in England.
Each focus-group followed the same format -  initially a brain - storming exercise was 
conducted in which participants were asked to call out any similarities or differences 
between the two countries. These were written on a white-board and participants were
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subsequently asked to prioritise the differences. The three differences which the group 
collectively considered to be of most importance were then discussed in further detail.
This approach was taken in order to ensure that participants articulated ideas and opinions in 
their own terms. This was imperative given that the intention was to discover how young 
people with experience of both cultures identify, conceptualise and evaluate cultural 
differences. As such it was important to allow participants to define and direct the discussion 
as much as possible, which is why it was decided to begin each focus-group with a brain­
storming exercise. For the same reasons participants were not initially informed of the research 
topic. These tactics prevented participants from being influenced by my own ideas and 
conceptualisations, and therefore served to ensure that the research succeeded in uncovering 
their perspective.
The three focus-groups which were conducted were initially intended to be pilots, however, it 
proved impossible to gain access to further young people with experience of living in both 
countries. The international schools which took part in the pilot focus-groups were the only 
ones which agreed to take part. In attempting to access more young people a number of multi­
national corporations were also approached to assist in identifying participants, but this tactic 
also failed. As a consequence the data collected in the three pilot focus-groups was all that 
could be collected from this rather unique sub-set of young people. The results of this phase of 
the research are discussed in Chapter 4, and the way this primary data was analysed is 
discussed below. Unfortunately there was a technical hitch with the recording of FG3 so there 
is no transcript. However, detailed notes were made after the completion of the focus group.
Historical literature review of society, politics and education
Alongside the pilot interview and focus-group data collection, an historical analytic literature 
review about each country was undertaken. This process was on-going, and went through 
various cumulative stages. Due to the explorative nature of the research, these stages were 
fluid, but can broadly be seen to have occurred in the following sequence:
• The literature review began broadly -  there was no clear idea of what would be important; 
therefore, general background reading of a range of literature about various aspects of 
each country’s history was undertaken - including the development of the state and politics, 
geographical location, the role and status of the monarchy, the influence of religion, the 
education system, the economy and social stratification. A wide range of sources in both
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languages were consulted, including Dutch interpretations of English history and vice 
versa.
• The process of summarising and comparing these historical experiences highlighted a 
number of key differences which were then investigated in further detail.
• Alongside, patterns were also emerging from primary data and the documentary analysis 
(see below) which identified some additional potential areas of influence which were then 
also explored.
As such, the literature was reviewed and re-visited from different angles on several occasions, 
and this analytic process resulted in the development of a theory as to how a broad and 
detailed understanding of how the historical character of England and the Netherlands’s 
societies, politics and education can be used to further understand the more objectively 
identifiable differences in other phases of the research.
As such, this data forms the historical contextualisation of the research, but also contributed to 
the development of the theory (see Chapter 6).
Documentary Analysis of Government School-based Sex Education Policy and 
Guidance
The process of comparatively analysing each country’s policy approaches towards school- 
based sex education was also an on-going and cumulative process. When it began, the focus 
of the thesis was still in its widest form, and therefore, a wide range of policies and 
occurrences were included concerning issues relating to thé prevention of unintended 
conceptions, broadly encompassed in:
• the historical provision of sex education (at school and through various forms of media);
• the historical provision of contraception (to all people, not just young people).
Various sources were again drawn upon, including previous literature, research and internet 
searches:
Legislation (Acts of Parliament & Government (guidance) publications;
Government in power;
Research publications;
The work of various relevant (non-government) organisations;
Media campaigns and representations;
Any other significant events/occurrences identified as being relevant.
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The process of comparing these aspects initially took the form of constructing a comparative 
time-line of relevant policies and occurrences in each country since 1945. This allowed any 
differences in timing to be easily identified, and colour-coding made it easy to distinguish 
between type and frequency of interventions and occurrences. As certain key differences were 
identified by this comparison, and others by the historical literature review and primary data 
collection, further more detailed time-lines were developed whereby the specific nature of the 
interventions were extrapolated.
Eventually, as the research focus narrowed (see below), the comparative time-line became 
specificaliy focussed around the provision of school-based sex education at various levels. As 
such. Chapter 5 presents a comparison of the development of school-based sex education in 
the two countries, iilustrating the key difference to be related to respective governments’ 
intervention in schools’ provision of sex education and the wider socio-political context in which 
this has occurred.
In-depth interviews with young Dutch and English people
Having collected the pilot data and conducted some preliminary analysis on the focus-group 
data, interview schedules for one-to-one in-depth semi-structured interviews with young people 
living in each country were finalised (see Appendix 1 for full schedule).
As informal and formal means of regulating young people’s behaviour had emerged as a key 
area of difference between the two countries from the perspective of the young people involved 
in the focus-groups (see Chapter 4), questions on these issues, particularly how regulated 
respondents felt by their parents, were included in the final interview schedule. Additionally, a 
series of vignettes were designed in order to explore the following issues in more detail:
• How regulated do young people feel?
• How do young people understand risk and safety within sexual relationships?
• How equal are young people’s (sexual) relationships?
• Societal perceptions of teenage sexuality and pregnancy?
Apart from these additions, the interview schedule remained the same as had been used in the 
pilots.
By the time respondents were being accessed for interview, the process of collecting and 
analysing the secondary data was also underway. In particular, comparisons of the two
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country’s education systems was beginning to show a significant difference in the way that 
school-based sex education has historically been regulated by the respective governments. As 
discussed in Chapter 5, Dutch schools have effectively experienced a higher degree of 
autonomy to decide how, what and when pupils are taught about issues relating to sexuality 
and contraception.
As such, despite the obstacles encountered in recruiting young people for pilot interviews 
through schools, this route was pursued because data from teachers as to their provision of 
sex education was another key aspect of inquiry -  the intention being to compare pupils 
experiences and views of school-based sex education with those who had provided it to them. 
The intention was therefore to involve a number of schools from each country in order to gain a 
broad insight into any differences between local policies and provisions from the perspective of 
a range of schools, teachers and pupils within and between each country, to complement the 
national data which had been collected.
Therefore, over a period of one and a half years 12 Dutch schools and 9 English schools were 
approached to take part. A number of methods were employed in attempting to gain access; 
initially letters were sent, followed by faxes, emails and telephone calls. The schools 
approached were located in a number of towns in Central Netherlands and Southern England.
However, ultimately only one Dutch school formally took part in the research due to a number 
of obstacles encountered in the recruiting process. Firstly, several schools failed to respond to 
initial and subsequent repeated requests. Additionally, a number of other schools, although 
expressing an interest in the research topic, declined to take part for practical reasons; 
including currently having limited time due to more pressing concerns (e.g. forthcoming 
Inspections and exams, and general work-load pressures); or already being involved in 
research project(s) (e.g. one school was involved in a large-scale national study on aspects to 
do with the basic core curriculum, and another was involved with a Dutch study on sexual 
education).
Secondly, and particularly interestingly, were a number of issues to do with schools’ perception 
of the value of the research topic itself. Firstly, two schools had previously taken part in studies 
looking at sexual education and therefore felt they had already ‘done their part’. As such, 
although these contacts valued the topic in principle, they felt that their school had been ‘over­
researched’ in this area and therefore suggested approaching other schools. Another school 
declined to take part as a result of the perception that the topic under consideration had
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already been researched thoroughly in the Netherlands generally and therefore was not an 
issue which they deemed to be of high priority.
As a result of these issues one Dutch school was recruited to take part in the research. The 
school provides pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) for pupils aged 11-18 years. At 
the time of interviews, approximately 500 pupils attended the school, 14% of which were of 
Turkish parentage, 26% of Moroccan parentage, 58% Dutch and 2% other ethnic 
backgrounds. Through this school 17 young people took part in the one-to-one interview stage 
-  9 were female and 8 male and they were 15, 16 and 17 years old. Seven of these 
respondents (four of the young women and three of the young men) were second-generation 
immigrants -  from either the Surinam or Morocco -  and their families (although not necessarily 
themselves) were practising Hindus or Muslims. None of the white Dutch respondents reported 
being practising members of a religious group.
The school’s Biology teacher was also interviewed concerning the provision of sex(uality) 
education through Biology lessons, who provided a range of examples of the teaching methods 
and materials he used (the results of which are documented and discussed in Chapter 7).
A number of obstacles were also encountered in recruiting English schools to take part in the 
research, but some of these were very different from those encountered in the Netherlands, in 
themselves illustrating some of the controversies and confusions surrounding school-based 
sex education in England more generally; several schools did not respond to repeated 
requests, others felt they did not have time to participate and some were concerned about the 
research topic. However, particularly interesting obstacles were encountered at the two 
schools which did express an interest in the research, which concerned the appropriateness of 
questioning young people about their sexual behaviour and attitudes, to the extent that a 
parent of one of the respondents made a formal complaint to the school regarding her son 
having been asked about oral sex, which was considered inappropriate. However, as further 
discussed in Chapter 7, these barriers and their implications in themselves serve to illustrate 
the constrained and controversial climate around school-based sex education and young 
people’s sexual behaviour in particular.
The English school which did take part in the research is a community Technology College 
situated in the South of England, with a comprehensive in-take of boys and girls aged 11-16. 
The majority of pupils are white with around 5% from minority ethnic back-grounds including 
Indian, Bangladeshi, African, Caribbean, Pakistani and Chinese, and students are drawn from
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the full range of socio-economic backgrounds. Through this school 9 respondents were 
interviewed (five young women and 4 young men). All were in Year 11 and aged 15, 16 and 
17 years old and none of them reported being a practising member of any religious group.
Respondents from both schools were recruited through a process of self-selection. The 
teachers informed students of the research project and collected the names of those who were 
interested in taking part. At the Dutch school, these pupils were then given an information 
sheet about the research and appointments were made in consultation with the teacher for the 
interviews to take place. All these interviews were conducted during a week long visit to the 
Netherlands on school premises. The school did not consider it necessary to formally inform or 
gain parental consent for the interviews to take place, and it was therefore left to the 
respondents to decide whether or not to inform their parents of the research and their 
involvement in it. All respondents provided their own consent to take part in the interview by 
filling in a consent form (see appendix).
Pupils from the English school who expressed an interest in taking part in the research were 
also provided with an information sheet which the teacher suggested they show and discuss 
with their parents. Interviews were organised directly with respondents over the telephone, and 
all except one took place at their homes. Again all respondents provided their own consent by 
filling in the consent form. The research at this school was cut short because of the parental 
complaint mentioned above which is why fewer interviews were conducted with young people 
living in England (see Chapter 7 for further discussion of this school’s withdrawal from the 
research).
Interviews with school-based sex education teachers
Due to the difficulties gaining access to schools to take part in the research, the intention of 
collecting data from a number of teachers about the schools’ provision of sex education was 
not possible. However, the teachers from the two schools involved were interviewed as 
intended in order to give some insight into any differences in provision and attitude which may 
exist. Although the main areas covered with the teacher’s from both schools were broadly 
similar, some questions differed according to the respective differences in national school- 
based sex education policy which had by this stage been identified from the analysis of 
documentary evidence.
The main areas covered in the interview were:
• The school’s sex education policy
70
Christina Silver_________________  Chapter 3 : Comparative Methodology & Research Process
• The format, content and delivery of sex education
• The teacher’s perspective on how pupils respond to sex education lessons
• The school’s policy concerning pregnant pupils
• The English teacher’s views about government intervention and new SRE guidance
As mentioned above, the Biology teacher at the Dutch school was interviewed. Because of the 
way sex education is provided in Dutch schools (see Chapter 5), I also wanted to interview the 
Verzorging ('Care’) teacher concerning provision, particularly as it compared to Biology. 
However, the school had recently appointed a new Verzorging teacher and lessons relating to 
sex education had not yet been taught that school year by her; as such, there was little point in 
interviewing this teacher.
In addition, due to the issues discussed above, the interview with the English PSHE teacher 
was not as detailed as had been hoped. For example, although she had originally agreed to be 
interviewed, after the parental complaint she was clearly keen to terminate the school’s 
involvement in the research as quickly as possible. Although she had been advised not to 
continue the school’s involvement in the research at all, she honoured her agreement and the 
interview took place.
Due to the somewhat strained atmosphere which the parental complaint had caused, and 
particularly, the relative difficulty in obtaining detailed data from the PSHE teacher, I 
considered it to be inappropriate to request an additional interview with any of the other 
teachers involved in the provision of sex education at the school.
This, together with the failure to involve more schools in the research meant the aim of 
comparing the experience of school-based sex education from the perspective of young people
with data from teachers could not be achieved in the way that had been planned.
Nevertheless, the data which was collected from teachers was analysed using the same 
analytic approach as described below in relation to the one-to-one interviews with young 
people, and although directly comparable data was not available, some tentative conclusions 
can be drawn (see Chapter 7).
3.3. Analysis of primary quaiitative data
The primary data collected through interview with young people and school-based sex 
education teachers, and the focus-group data were all analysed using a broadly interpretative
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and inductive method. However, as discussed above, the various forms of data collected serve 
different functions within the thesis as a whole -  each adding to the picture in its own way.
The majority of the interview and focus-group data was transcribed and the Computer Assisted 
Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) package NUD*IST version 4 (N4) was used to 
facilitate the management and organisation of the analysis. This section therefore first provides 
a brief discussion of the general uses of N4 to facilitate the analysis, and then discusses the 
variations in analysis according to each form of primary qualitative data.
Using NUD*IST 4 to facilitate the management and analysis of qualitative data
It should be noted that CAQDAS packages do not provide or create a methodology for 
analysing qualitative data, or indeed actually conduct the analysis -  although they potentially 
enable complex interrogation of various aspects and sub-sets of data, their utility is directly 
related to the early processes of exploration and coding of data. As such, however, they do 
greatly facilitate the whole research process (in terms of project and data organisation and 
management) and specifically, the analytic process in a number of ways. This section briefly 
discusses how the use of N4 aided the analysis process, particularly in terms of increasing the 
validity of interpretations in a number of key ways.
Firstly, N4 allows any textual data to be imported into a project for analysis. Each transcript is 
an individual ‘document’ which retains its original form throughout the analytic process. These 
documents can be ‘browsed’ in their original form at any stage.
N4 allows the coding of any number of lines of text to any number of ‘code labels’ which can be 
created in a number of ways. The process of coding creates hyper-links between the code 
label and the selection of text chosen to be coded, rather than copying text and filing it in 
separate locations, as would be the case when using a word-processing package. As such, it 
is always possible to return to the source transcript even after the coding process has begun.
It is also very easy to ‘browse’ the results of the coding process, thereby, for example, all the 
data coded to the label ‘timing of sex education’ or ‘tolerance’ etc. can be retrieved and viewed 
in isolation. Although it is therefore possible to ‘lift’ out coded data, N4 also makes it very easy 
to be reminded of the original context from which any selection of text came. Therefore it can 
greatly reduce the likelihood of loosing sight of the original context -  in terms of what a 
particular subject the respondent was talking about at the time or where certain text selections 
occur sequentially within the source transcript. Similarly, discrepant cases can be coded and 
are therefore less likely to be overlooked.
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As mentioned above, N4 allows various approaches to coding to be employed. For example, a 
‘broad-brush’ approach, whereby general themes are identified enables the date to be 
‘reduced’ along thematic lines -  each of which can be viewed in isolation, and therefore re­
coding and further analysis can take place incrementally. If there are pre-defined areas to be 
analysed, a coding schema can be created and defined ‘up-front’, thereby focusing the mind in 
searching through the data for key themes. Additionally, however, it is possible to take a more 
‘grounded’ approach to the coding process, whereby codes can be generated from the text- 
level, and may therefore be very specific and detailed. Any combination of approaches to 
coding can therefore be used, and the more complex search tools can also be used to unite 
the detailed coding. For example, if several codes end up having a similar meaning, the textual 
content of each of them can be ‘merged’ -  with or without maintaining the original detail as 
required.
As mentioned above, any selection of text can be coded to any number of codes and therefore 
it becomes easier to identify conceptual patterns and relationships across the dataset. The 
process of re-coding and executing further searches based on the results of earlier searches 
facilitates the process of theory-building; whereby one can incrementally reduce the data (for 
example by relevant socio-demographic variables) and view it in different contexts.
Focus-group data
The purpose of the focus-groups (to uncover a young person’s perspective on the differences 
between England and the Netherlands), not only affected the way the data was collected, but 
the way it was analysed. As such, an inductive approach was adopted, whereby it was 
attempted to allow the data to ‘speak for itself.
Therefore, each focus-group transcript was coded from text-level up; any interesting comment 
was coded to all relevant codes -  many of which were labelled with words actually used by 
respondents (known as In vivo coding). This meant that codes were often very detailed and 
after the initial coding phase there were around 175 codes. Because.of the structure of N4 it 
was fairly easy to identify re-occurring themes in the data by viewing the coding status, and as 
such, the second stage was to ‘merge’ any similar codes and eliminate those which now 
seemed to be redundant to the main purpose -  usually in terms of relevance to any aspect 
relating to sexuality.
Having identified the re-occurring and most relevant themes, it was then possible to further 
explore these themes; their relationships to one another and across the dataset -  specifically
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to identify any similarities and differences between the way the Dutch and English participants 
conceptualised the two countries.
In this way it was possible to identify and interpret participants’ ideas and opinions, particularly 
how they developed and changed through the process of discussion (for example, where there 
was disagreement within the group, both the way this was handled by particular individuals and 
the ways in which this sometimes resulted in the refinement of their own developing theories, 
was considered). As such, the analysis revealed not only what young people with experience 
of living in both countries thought was similar and different about England and the Netherlands, 
but (to varying extent, depending partly on the age of participants), how they themselves 
conceptualised the roots of the differences. The findings of this phase of the research are 
discussed in Chapter 4.
Interviews with young people
As discussed above, the original interview schedule was wide-ranging, exploring a number of 
potential areas of influence (as identified by previous literature) on the likelihood of 
unintentional conception amongst young women. However, because of the obstacles 
encountered in collecting this data and the subsequent change in focus, only the interview 
sections concerning the provision of school-based sex education are directly included in the 
thesis.
Although the way the interview data was analysed was similar as discussed above, in the 
sense that a broadly interpretative approach was adopted, the nature of the interview data and 
its role within the thesis required a slightly different analytic approach. The purpose was to 
identify any differences between the provision of school-based sex education in the two 
countries from the perspective of the respondents, however, because of the way the interview 
schedule had been designed, certain pre-defined themes were identified as important before 
the data was collected or analysed, and these were looked for within the data. On a practical 
level, a broad coding schema was developed within N4 before the coding process began, 
which was added to as themes were identified within the data. As such, the interview data was 
analysed using both inductive and deductive methods.
Interviews with school-based sex education teachers
Because only two (relatively short) formal interviews were conducted with school-based sex 
education teachers, this data was analysed by hand. Additionally, due to the issues raised
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above in relation to the interview with the English teacher, this data was not directly 
comparable as had been intended.
Similar principles of interpretative qualitative data analysis were employed, however, and 
where possible comparisons were made between the provision of each school’s sex education, 
and the opinions expressed by the two teachers -  for example, in relation to the school’s policy 
and how they thought pupils responded to particular aspects of the curriculum.
In the latter stages of the analytic process, where possible comparisons were drawn between 
the way the teachers’ viewed their school’s provision with the respective young people’s 
opinions. The results from this part of the research should, however, be treated with a certain 
amount of caution due to the extremely small size of the dataset. See Chapter 7 for a 
discussion of these findings.
Collection and analysis of sex education teaching materials
During the interviews with the two teachers, I asked to see relevant materials used in lessons 
in order to compare these resources between the two countries. The Dutch teacher provided 
me with a plethora of worksheets, text books and other materials and leant me one of the 
videos shown to pupils -  The Burger Inn’ -  to watch at home. Unfortunately, however, the 
English school teacher was less forthcoming with examples of such materials. Although she 
briefly described the content of some of the materials used, when asked to see them, she told 
me they were not “to hand”. Again, this may have been due to the issues which had arisen -  in 
the sense that she may have been reluctant to providing me with examples of teaching 
materials as a result of having been advised not to continue with the project. Although I was 
keen to obtain this data, I considered it inappropriate to ‘push’ the teacher because of the 
situation. Nevertheless, the result was that I was unable to obtain any examples and as such 
direct comparison with the Dutch data could not be achieved.
However, because of the value of this data in adding to the ‘picture’ of the provision of school- 
based sex education in the Netherlands, it was decided to include the Dutch data. Although 
some CAQDAS packages enable non-textual data to be analysed on-line, N4 does not and as 
this was the only package I had access to during the main phase of analysis, the interpretative 
content analysis of the materials was conducted by hand.
A less systematic methodological approach was employed, however, because of the 
impossibility of directly comparing materials between countries. However, the materials were
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‘coded’ to broad themes and the compared with English media examples which illustrated, for 
example, that some of the issues openly discussed in the Dutch school, would cause a high 
degree of media attention and controversy in England. The results of this phase of the 
research are also presented in Chapter 7.
This Chapter has discussed the methods used in collecting and analysing the various forms of 
qualitative data directly used within the thesis, and illustrated the evolutionary nature of the 
research process -  specifically in terms of the ways certain findings and obstacles refined the 
focus over time.
Although not as much directly comparative data was collected as was originally intended, the 
fact that the data from various locations all points in similar direction adds validity to the 
interpretation. In addition, whilst this Chapter has documented the main forms of data used 
within the thesis, a large amount of subsidiary data was also collected and analysed (for 
example media representations and public health campaign examples). As such, in the 
following Chapters, some of this data is included as supplementary evidence where 
appropriate -  i.e. where it contributes to the main argument or adds context to the analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
“ANYTHING THAT'S AGAINST THE LAW IS EXCITING”
A YOUNG PERSON’S PERSPECTIVE ON THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
THE NETHERLANDS AND ENGLAND
As discussed in Chapter 3, the first phase of the research investigated a young person’s perspective on 
whether and how each society’s broad socio-cultural mechanisms affect the (sexual) behaviour of 
young people. Three focus-groups were conducted with young people with experience of living in both 
countries which provide contemporary primary data concerning what issues are salient to young people 
as they grow up in the two countries and what young people with experience of living in both countries 
perceive to be the defining differences between them.
This Chapter therefore grounds the thesis in a young persons perspective and a number of issues 
raised by participants shaped the subsequent direction of inquiry. It illustrates that for these young 
people there exist a number of identifiable differences between the Netherlands and England; the 
most important of which are institutional differences relating to the formal regulation of certain ‘deviant’ 
behaviours. Participants believed these formal institutional differences to reflect cultural characteristics, 
including ‘liberalism’, ‘realism’, ‘modern-thinking’ and ‘open-mindedness’. In discussing and explaining 
these differences, they constructed tentative theories of the relationship between structure and agency 
-  from the fairly functionalist to the more complex. As such, this data provides an insight into the way 
young people with experience of living in both countries perceive certain cultural mechanisms to exist 
and operate.
4.1. The ‘top three’ differences between the Netherlands and England
Each focus-group began with a brain-storming session in which participants were asked the open 
question “what are the similarities and differences between the Netherlands and England?”. Similarities 
and differences were written on a white-board as they were identified and the resulting lists formed the 
basis of further discussion. Figure 4.1. presents the findings of this initial brain-storming session for 
each focus-group (findings are displayed exactly as participants themselves framed them).
Whereas participants found it fairly easy to identify differences between the Netherlands and England, 
they found it difficult to come up with many similarities -  each group only identified one similarity, and 
had to be prompted to do so. This indicates a heightened awareness of differences suggesting them to 
be more salient to the participants than any similarities. However, it should be noted that this was to be 
expected to an extent; differences are arguably easier to identify than similarities because they are
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more obvious and may not be taken for granted as much. This may especially be the case for young 
people as they develop their ideas about society, and begin to discover where they fit into it.
Figure 4.1. Results of Focus-qroup Brain-storming sessions 
Focus-group #1 Brain-storming f16 & 17 year oid English vouna peopie living in the Netheriands)
DIFFERENCES
Drugs
Tolerant of different cultures -  NL
Arrogant -  everyone -  no queue -  driving -  NL
Fashion
Places to go out -  more opportunities in NL 
Want to practice English 
Public transport
Drinking age 
Open minded - NL 
Young people -  bitchy -  spit - NL 
Turks -  \whistling/screaming
Community - NL - difficult to get into 
NL - willing to learn another language 
More sorted -  drugs NL
NL - supermarkets/shops -  old fashioned (not open on Sundays -  do nothing on Sundays)
Food -  bread, cheese, soup, no frozen deserts, more healthy (cycle) - NL 
- UK posher food
SIMILARITIES - Insecurity-walking at night (‘unsafe...?’)
Focus-group #2 Brain-storming (14 -16  year old Dutch vounq people living in England)
THE NETHERLANDS
Liberal -  drugs/sex
Better public transport
Open -  swear words -  clubs open later
Immigrants -  more racism
Better work earlier
More environmentally conscious
ENGLAND
Early closing times
More often study further (school systems are different)
SAME
Strict at school
Focus-group #3 Brain-storming (16-18 year oid Dutch you no people living in England)
THE NETHERLANDS
More blunt
think of own solutions 
more willing to adapt institutions 
categorise people 
loud
personal justice 
organised -  transport
ENGLAND
Reserved
Same for years (schools)
Island
More liberal (drugs, sex(uality), social welfare)
more modern thinkers
industry/marketing -  not so nationalistic
judge -  clothes
complain
stingy
smali country -  less identity : change more easily -  not committed to tradition (language) 
SAME
Football hooligans
CHARACTERISATION - Stiff upper lip (England) VS openness (the Netherlands)
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Having identified these differences and similarities, participants were then asked to prioritise them in 
terms of which they collectively considered to be the most important differences between the two 
countries. The discussion which ensued resulted in all three groups identifying the difference in laws 
concerning (particularly soft) drug usage as the most important difference -  see Figure 4.2.
Figure. 4.2 
Three most important differences between the Netherlands and England 
identified bv Focus-group participants
FG1 1 ) drug laws (less strict in the Netherlands)
2) drinking ages of consent (lower in the Netherlands)
3) open-mindedness (more ‘open-minded’ in the Netherlands)
FG2 1 ) drug laws (less strict in the Netherlands)
2) age of consent for sexual intercourse (lower in the Netherlands)
3) liberal (the Netherlands more ‘liberal’)
FG3 1) drug laws (less strict in the Netherlands)
2) sex(uality) (more open attitudes towards sex(uality) in the Netherlands)
3) social welfare (more ‘egalitarian’ in the Netherlands)
That FG1 and FG2 also prioritised laws regulating alcohol consumption and sexual intercourse 
respectively illustrates the extent to which the way a country regulates young people’s behaviour 
may be a particularly salient issue to young people as they grow up.
It is also important to note, however, that as well as these regulations, FG1 and FG2 also identified 
an attitude as amongst the three most important differences between the two countries -  ‘open- 
mindedness and ‘liberalness’. At this point in the focus-groups participants had not been asked to 
explain what they meant by certain terms, why identified differences existed or what their implications 
might be. As such, these ‘top-three’ differences were fairly immediate -  although participants were 
asked to discuss the lists developed from the brain-storming session in order to reach consensus on the 
‘top-three’, for each focus-group this was a fairly short process without much disagreement. During the 
more detailed discussion of each point, however, the complexity of the issues involved in their attempts 
to explain their existence became clear, as did certain paradoxes and issues of contention.
When discussing the differences in laws, respondents from all three focus-groups commented that 
soft drugs policy is more relaxed in the Netherlands than in England -  as put by Sarah ‘...you know, the 
not hard drugs are legal [in the Netherlands]’ [FG1]. Similarly, each focus-group brought up the issue of 
the age of consent for heterosexual sexual intercourse as a difference without prompting, FG1 and FG2 
stating that it is age 16 in England and age 12 in the Netherlands. FG3 mentioned the difference but did 
not state the ages at which sexual intercourse is permitted.
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Only FG1 actually mentioned drinking in terms of the respective law, for example;
LUCI when you're 16 it's legal to have wine and beer [in the Netherlands]
[...]
JULIE in England they're so scared about losing their license that they won't serve you [FG1]
4.2. Explaining the differences
Participants characterised the differences they identified in formal regulations by stating or implying that 
Dutch laws are more ‘liberal’, for example FG2 and FG3 (both of which were conducted with young 
Dutch people living in England) explicitly described the Netherlands as being 'liberal' in respect to its 
soft-drugs policy, and this characteristic was also applied more generally to the Netherlands:
CLAUS Holland is much more liberal than England 
[...]
MODERATOR Why do you think that Holland is much more liberal than England?
CLAUS Just, everything is much less controlled in Holland 
MODERATOR Mmm, what sort of things?
CLAUS Oh, drugs and things, and sex, that sorts of things [FG2]
LUCI
They're just not as strict over here [the Netherlands], the law isn't [FG1]
Whilst FG1 did not use the term ‘liberal’ in their description of the difference in laws, it is clear that Luci 
is also implying that this was the case.
The majority of discussion in the three focus-groiips revolved around the Netherlands’ characteristics; 
the English situation was discussed in far less detail, and was often only mentioned as a negative 
contrast to descriptions of the Netherlands. Participants seemed to enjoy talking about the Netherlands 
more than about England and generally expressed more positive perceptions about all aspects of the 
Netherlands. This was the case for both the young Dutch people living in England and the young 
English people living in the Netherlands. The Dutch were characterised as being more tolerant; open 
minded; community minded; organised; willing to speak another language; liberal and environmentally 
conscious than the English. They were also considered to be more concerned with personal justice, be 
more 'modem' thinkers, being more able to think of their own solutions and being more willing to adapt 
institutions than the English. Conversely, the Dutch were also deemed to be more blunt, arrogant, 
quicker to complain, louder, and more prone to categorise and judge other people than the English.
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As such all participants (bar one notable exception) thought that the Netherlands was “just a better 
country” than England. When asked why this was thought to be the case, the formal regulation of 
(young people's) behaviour was emphasised, for example:
“I think that more is allowed [in the Netherlands], that is just better, they do it anyway, even if it's 
not allowed” [Annemiek, FG2]
Here the participant is relating the question of the similarities and differences between the two countries 
in terms of the extent to which young people’s behaviour is formally regulated, indicating that this is an 
important issue to her personally.
Discussion of drinking, soft drug-taking and sexual activity was framed by the difference in 
respective laws and causal links were made between regulation and behaviour by all three focus- 
groups. It is pertinent that these issues were discussed in such detail by each focus-group as it 
illustrates the salience participants attach to the formal regulation of young people’s behaviour; by 
drawing attention to the formal institutionalised frameworks of social and sexual order, participants 
implied that formal regulation has an important impact on the experience of being a young person 
growing up in a contemporary North-European society at the turn of the 2 f^  century.
Equally interesting is the fact that discussion concerning laws focused on ‘deviant’ behaviour; indicating 
these behaviours and their regulation are of considerable importance to young peopled As illustrated 
below it seems that young people may react negatively to what they perceive as overly stringent 
controls on behaviour which they perceive to be constructed as in some way ‘deviant’.
The significance of participants’ focus on societal regulation of young people’s ‘deviant’ behaviour is 
heightened when we consider that they were not explicitly asked to discuss similarities and differences 
between England and the Netherlands in specific relation to young people or their behaviour. Therefore, 
the fact that these issues were prioritised clearly indicates that they occupy an important place in the
This was especially the case for FG1 and FG2, both of which spent more time and were more expressive in their 
discussion of the regulation of young people’s behaviour than any of the FG3 participants. The reasons for these 
differences between the focus-groups is difficult to ascertain with any confidence due to the sample size and exploratory 
nature of the research. However, the fact that FG1 was conducted with young English people living in the Netherlands 
and FG2 with a generally younger group (between 14 and 16 years) may be significant. With the exception of Luci, ail the 
participants of FG1 were English and had moved to the Netherlands relatively recently (between 2 and 4 years ago). It is 
likely that given the laws and regulations they had been used to in England, that they would have been very aware of the 
more ‘relaxed’ regulations on their behaviour existent in the Netherlands; the salience of these differences in their minds 
are likely to be heightened, therefore explaining the extent to which they discussed these issues. Additionally, it may be 
the case that for the younger FG1 participants the formal regulations placed on their behaviour may be more salient to 
them than the older participants of FG3 as they begin to want more freedom in their social lives.
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participants’ lives and in the evaluation of their experiences of living in both countries. As illustrated 
below, participants articulated fairly complex ideas concerning the causes and consequences of these 
differences, and as such began constructing theories of the relationship between structure and agency.
In their comparison of the different laws, participants concentrated mainly on reasons why Dutch 
regulations are more ‘liberal’ than their English equivalent, and on the effect that the stricter laws in 
England have on the behaviour of young people. Each of these are presented and discussed in turn 
below.
Why are Dutch laws more ‘liberal’?
When asked to pin-down why they thought Dutch laws were more ‘liberal’ than their English equivalent 
in one or two sentences, participants used several concepts; FG2 attributed it to ‘liberalness’; FG1 
attributed this difference to ‘open mindedness’ and a general societal ‘tolerance of different cultures’; 
and FG3 to ‘liberalness’ and an ‘ability to think of solutions and a willingness to adapt institutions’ in the 
face of historical change, which they attributed to the Netherlands being a ‘small country’ and the Dutch 
being ‘more modern thinkers’ than the English.
As such, the complexity of the explanations varied. FG2 provided a fairly simplistic and functionalist 
theory, attributing the difference in laws to the concept of ‘liberalness’, without being able to define what 
this term meant. Participants of FG1 provided a more complex explanation whereby ‘liberalness’ was 
attributed to other generic cultural characteristics -  ‘open mindedness’ (which was seen to be related to 
a wider ‘acceptance of different behaviours’) and a greater ‘tolerance of different cultures’. FG3 
participants provided the most complex explanation which took account of the consequences of history, 
geography and social change. Despite the variation in complexity, all three groups suggested there to 
be a relationship between cultural characteristics and the formation of laws, and as such were 
constructing a theory of the relationship between structure and agency^. This is discussed further in 
Chapter 8.
When we consider these explanations in more detail, however, one of the most striking suggestions 
made was that the more ‘liberal’ Dutch laws resulted from a ‘realistic acknowledgement’ of young 
people’s actual behaviour, a ‘less controlling legal system’ and a ‘practical approach to solving 
problems’. For example, Martha commented that:
it is Important to attempt to understand this the differing complexity in these explanations; FG2 provided the most 
simple explanation and had the most difficulty in doing so, which may be attributed to their being the youngest group and 
therefore less able to articulate more complex ideas and/or less confident in expressing them. FG1 and FG3 participants 
were similar in age but the more complex explanations proffered by FG3 may be due to their being Dutch and therefore 
having a greater understanding of the Netherlands culture. The ‘artificial’ nature of the focus group discussion and the
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“ ...the Dutch, I think, move with the times, you know, they realised that yes people are going to 
do drugs, so they’re gonna legalise, you know, weed, and they think yes people are going to go 
out and drink, so we'll make the legal drinking age 16, whereas in England they think ‘oh, no 
one’s gonna do drugs, no one’s gonna even think about alcohol until they’re at least 18’ and it’s 
just like, well, yes they do and they’re gonna go and do it whether its illegal or not” [FG1]
As such, Martha considers the Netherlands to be ‘realistic’ in terms of devising policy which reflects 
(young) people’s actual behaviour rather than attempting to prevent perceived ‘deviant’ behaviour from 
happening at all. As such, she implies that the Netherlands is more pragmatic, that it attempts to exert 
less control over its citizens and that young people are given more responsibility for their behaviour at a 
younger age than in England.
Claus added a layer of complexity to this argument, suggesting that the tolerance of soft drug usage 
and the lower age for alcohol consumption in the Netherlands reflects a more generic societal 
acceptance of these behaviours:
“It's just more chilled than in England, here [in England] it's always 'oh no, drugs are bad', 'sex is 
bad', but in Holland its more 'oh, it's allowed' - much better than in England” [FG2f
He seems to be implying that English society is in some way more ‘controlling’ than Dutch and that 
citizens are awarded greater freedom to behave as they wish in the Netherlands. He is referring to a 
general societal perception of certain behaviours, suggesting that soft drug-taking and sexual 
intercourse are considered inappropriate or ‘deviant’ in England, whereas they are more accepted in the 
Netherlands.
The consequence of this attitude in relation to the sexual activity of young people is expressed clearly 
by Jolanda, who states that:
“...you can have sex when you're 12, and here it's 16, and there it's just, normal that young 
people do it” [FG2]
interaction between participants must also be acknowledged, however. For example, the fact that Sarah (FG1) disagreed 
with the rest of the group on certain points arguably resulted in more discussion and explanation of opinions.
Claus’ explanation was the only one proffered by FG2 which is illustrative of the nature of the whole discussion and 
indicative of less well-thought out ideas and/or confidence in expressing them; indeed, Claus was the oldest member of 
this focus-group which may explain his more complex ideas.
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Although it is not clear whether she is suggesting that people as young as 12 are actually having sex in 
the Netherlands, the important point is her suggestion that young people's sexual behaviour is 
‘normalised’ to a greater extent within Dutch society; again the implication being that the sexuality o f 
young people is more widely accepted.
FG3 conceptualised the issue in slightly different terms by relating the Netherlands’ more ‘liberal’ laws 
to a practical ability to find its ‘own solutions to problems’ (although she did not articulate it so explicitly, 
this is essentially also what Martha is implying above). FG3 participants, in fact, had fairly complex 
ideas about the historical determinants of this kind of approach -  suggesting that the Netherlands was 
able to ‘move with the times’ and ‘adapt to new situations’ more easily than England because of its 
status as a small country and a less ingrained sense of the past. They discussed the British Empire 
being an ideal that the English wanted to ‘hold on to’ and argued that this inhibited them from ‘moving 
with the times’ -  in this sense England was conceptualised as being more ‘traditional’ than the 
Netherlands.
As such, participants believed Dutch society to acknowledge and accept young people’s sexual activity 
to a greater extent, the implication being that Dutch society views young people as more autonomous, 
independent and responsible than England does and as such refrains from seeking to control their 
behaviour to such a great extent. The converse was seen to be characteristic of English society:
“It’s really typical English like "it's not allowed' - the Dutch are more chilled” [Claus FG2]
Claus is making a general statement about the control and regulation of behaviour here -  the 
Netherlands is more ‘laid-back’ (or ‘chilled’) than England, which is reflected in the respective laws. As 
such, it is clear that general cultural characteristics are considered to affect the laws which regulate 
behaviour, for example:
“The open-mindedness goes with the drugs and the drinking age” [Luci FG1]
Participants, then, suggest that it is partly because the Dutch are more ‘open-minded’ (in the sense that 
they acknowledge and accept diverse behaviours) that their laws are less strict. As evidence for this 
position, they asserted that social issues are discussed more frankly in the Netherlands:
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INGRID Well, in Holland, people talk more than in England 
ANNEMIEK yeah
INGRID in England people keep their mouths shut 
MODERATOR About what kinds of things?
INGRID everything 
JOLANDA everything [FG2]
As such, Dutch society is perceived as being more ‘open’ in the sense that its citizens are more willing 
to discuss a range of social issues. Indeed, the claim that “in England people keep their mouths 
shut...about everything” is striking as it suggests they perceive there to be a certain reticence to 
explicitly acknowledge particular issues in England.
Several references were made to the Netherlands’ wider societal acceptance of different lifestyles and 
behaviours, for example, Luci commented that:
“Everything’s accepted here, it doesn’t matter like, if you walk down the street in. Amsterdam 
you’ll see so many different people doing so many different things and no one will, you know, 
think twice about it” [Luci FG1]
Here we see that she perceives not only a wide variety of lifestyles and behaviour to exist in the 
Netherlands, but that they are accepted and are considered ‘normal’ by Dutch society at large -  people 
do not ‘think twice about it’.
In specific relation to the sexual activity of young people and the age of consent for heterosexual 
intercourse similar ideas were expressed, although not so forcefully or in as much detail. Neither FG1 or 
FG3, for example, explicitly mentioned any reason why they thought the age of consent for 
heterosexual sex was 12, and it was only mentioned in passing by FG2:
ANNEMIEK I think that more is allowed, that is just better, they do it anyway, even if it's not 
allowed
MODERATOR what sorts of things are you talking about?
ANNEMIEK Oh, just, sex, and that (laughter)
MODERATOR people do it anyway.?
ANNEMIEK Yeah, that's probably why its allowed [FG2]
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Annemiek is referring to some of the ideas expressed above -  implying that the Netherlands realises 
that young people will have sex regardless of the law and that this observation may, in fact, underlie the 
law.
How do laws affect the behaviour o f young people?
The three focus-groups also discussed the ways in which the different formal regulations may affect 
behaviour in each country, the most striking suggestion being that in England the consequences of 
‘stricter laws' may not be consistent with the intentions of the legislation. It is important to note that the 
direction of the experiences was the same for all participants -  whether they were English living in the 
Netherlands or vice versa.
Participants indicated that external regulations have a significant impact on the lives of young people 
suggesting that more stringent laws may encourage young people to engage in socially 'deviant' 
behaviour to a greater extent. Obviously, the extent to which certain behaviours are considered to be 
'deviant' depends to a large extent on the formal regulations operational in a given society, but the point 
here is that they believed that young people may perform certain behaviours precisely because, as well 
as despite of their legal prohibition.
Although there was some discussion in FG1 as to whether the more ‘liberal’ laws in the Netherlands 
were necessarily a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ thing, analysis of discussion concerning the effect these laws have 
on behaviour from all three groups suggests that in general the Dutch system of formal regulation was 
considered to be ‘betteri than the English equivalent. The main reason given for this was that stricter 
laws do not necessarily prevent people breaking the law. This was expressed in FG1 in relation to laws 
in general:
MARTHA one thing about the open-mindedness is the fact that you don’t get the kids going, 
‘well, it’s against the law so I’m going to go out and do it’ whereas the kids in Britain think it’s 
against the law so they go and do it
JULIE anything that's against the law is exciting so that’s why people do it
MARTHA yeah, exactly, which is why you get so much under-age drinking and things in
England [FG1]
Here we see again the connection being made between Dutch laws and ‘open-mindedness’ -  the 
implication being that the attempt to control behaviour in England may actually serve to increase 
instances of ‘deviant’ behaviour which the law is attempting to curtail. Indeed, the theme of English 
young people breaking laws because of the excitement attached with doing so was a common one, and 
was mentioned in relation to drinking and sexual activity as well as drug-taking. As such there was a
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general consensus that more ‘liberal’ laws in the Netherlands serve to reduce ‘deviant’ behaviour 
because there is no longer any ‘fun’ associated because there is no law to break;
JULIE and teenage pregnancy's, the legal sex age here 
LUCI it’s 12 
MARTHA is it?
JULIE yeah
LUCI yeah, but we have the lowest number of teenage pregnancies or abortions 
JULIE in England it’s just ridiculous, you have so many teenage pregnancies 
MARTHA yeah
MODERATOR OK, why do you think that is?
JULIE because you’re not forced to do it, if it’s legal its...
MARTHA there’s no fun in it 
JULIE no one thinks about it 
MARTHA there’s no fun in breaking the law [FG1]
JOLANDA I think that it's not good, actually, because young people are going to do it precisely 
because they're not allowed to here [in England], now, look, I think that if it was younger [the 
age of consent] there would be less people who'd do it, because it's no fun anymore (laughter) 
[FG2]
Here Jolanda is referring to sexual activity, and although discussion of this issue in FG2 caused much 
amusement (perhaps because the respondents were on average younger) and was not discussed in as 
much detail as in FG1, it is clear that they saw stricter laws as encouraging young people to behave 
contrary to them.
The idea that young English people behave in certain ways precisely because it is forbidden by law was 
discussed extensively by FG1 in relation to drinking and sexual behaviour. Julie and Martha who had 
lived in the Netherlands for 4 and 2 % years respectively stated explicitly that the friends they had left 
behind in England behaved in a more excessive manner than they and their friends in the Netherlands 
did. For example:
“I mean in all honesty more of my friends in England have slept with people than my friends 
over here... I find it even hard to recall people’s names over here that have had sex, you know in 
England it’s like, I can just count” [Martha FG1]
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“But the thing is, in England it’s exciting [drinking] so you do it more at parties and its like people 
bring an excessive amount of alcohol to parties, and like my friends have, I still keep in contact 
with them and they give me so many stories, but here it’s like, you can just pace yourself, you 
go out on a Friday night and you drink however much you want to drink” [Julie FG1]
The implication is again that the more ‘liberal’ laws in the Netherlands do not result in more drug-taking, 
drinking or sex, and that the more overt attempt to control the behaviour of young people in England 
results in more excessive behaviour. Martha and Julie were quite adamant in their explanation of why 
this was the case and used personal experiences and knowledge to back-up their argument. They 
asserted that there was more pressure on English young people to drink excessively because they 
have less opportunity and freedom to do so and there is more pressure to have sex because of a 
perceived expectation that people should have done so by the time they are 16:
MARTHA I mean over here, you know, you can drink as little or as much as you want, you don’t 
have to go out every Friday night and get completely wrecked, whereas in England you would 
because you don’t get the opportunity as often
JULIE my friends do that at every party because they don’t get the opportunity that much, I 
mean we can go out every Friday if we want to, but they like have to wait for parties to come up 
and things like that [FG1]
JULIE it’s not pressured, you know, [sex] if you feel ready for it then you do it [in the 
Netherlands]
LUCI yeah, exactly
JULIE but in England it’s like turn 16...
MARTHA turn 16 and you should have slept with someone [FG1]
It is important, however, that Sarah did not agree with the idea that there was an expectation among 
young people in England that they should have had sex by the time they reach 16.
Nevertheless, such statements obviously raise important questions as to the purpose, role and effect of 
laws and regulations within society. Participants generally believed that not only are Dutch laws devised 
according to a more ‘realistic’ acknowledgement af the actual behaviour of (young) people, but that -  
maybe subsequently — they are more effective because they do not provide a sense of excitement in 
their breaking. The fact that more ‘liberal’ regulation of behaviour is also perceived to award young 
people more freedom and subsequently responsibility for their own actions is also an important 
consideration. This was picked up by Martha who countered Sarah’s concerns about the Dutch soft- 
drug laws encouraging more usage of hard drugs by maintaining ‘that’s their own choice though’ :
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“It can’t just be blamed on like society, because there is an element of self control, because if 
you can control yourself, like if everyone round you’s having a cigarette you can say, ‘no, I don't 
want one’, it’s self control” [Martha FG1]
Martha believes that (young) people have to take some responsibility for their own actions, implying that 
citizens cannot solely rely on the state to control behaviour -  just because a law or policy exists does 
not necessarily mean it will eradicate socially ‘deviant’ behaviour. This clearly raises the question as to 
the Ideology or framework behind law- and policy-making and the role of the state in regulating the 
behaviour of citizens. As such, it seems that Dutch laws may be experienced as more ‘guiding 
principles’ than ‘controlling forces’ by these young people. Additionally is the extent to which legislation 
and policies assume citizens -  in this case, especially young people -  to be able to act responsibly.
Sarah, however, remained concerned that ‘liberalising’ English laws may actually serve to encourage 
more -  and younger -  people to break them;
“I just think that a lot of the time people just go just one step further than the law...in England, 
like the legal sex age is 16, people 14 or 15 you know, and with the drugs, because no drugs 
are legal there really, then they’ll go for like the soft drugs, but then over here [the Netherlands], 
they’re legal so people are going for the harder drugs, for more excitement, and its so much 
more dangerous” [Sarah FG1].
Most other respondents disagreed with her belief that more Dutch people take hard drugs than do 
English, and as such were challenging the belief that ‘liberalising’ the law would serve to encourage 
more people to break it. Both Luci and Julian contended that fewer Dutch people actually do take hard 
drugs, and Luci applied this to social problems in general:
“I think Holland’s much more, it’s very successful compared to others, because we always, 
always get criticised for the legal age for drinking or drugs or whatever, but we have, we’re the 
country with the lowest social problems in Europe, or something like that” [Luci FG1]
Here she is implying that some kind of causal link exists between ‘liberal’ legislation and a low 
prevalence of social problems, which may be seen to relate back to issues of personal responsibility as
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expressed by Martha, above, and associated perceptions of the role of the state in regulating the 
behaviour of citizens^.
4.3. Summary
This first phase of the research provides an insight into the differences between the Netherlands and 
England as identified and experienced by young people with experience of living in both countries. It 
illustrates clearly that for these young people (both those who are Dutch currently living in England and 
vice versa) the key differences between the two countries are the ways in which their behaviour is 
formally regulated. As such, despite the small sample size involved, the formal regulation of behaviour 
may be a salient issue to young people in general.
It is clear that these participants believe themselves (and others) to be perceived differently by the two 
societies, which they identify as being reflected in the respective formalised regulation of their 
behaviour. As such, they perceive behaviours such as alcohol consumption, soft-drug taking and sexual 
activity amongst young people to be viewed differently by the two countries; believing that in the 
Netherlands these activities are more accepted than they are in England.
Participants attributed these differences to a number of cultural characteristics, particularly ‘liberalness’, 
‘open-mindedness’ and ‘realism’, although they were not always able to explain what these terms 
specifically refer to. Additionally, they see formal institutional regulations to have an effect on young 
people’s behaviour; generally believing that ‘stricter’ laws, as found in England, are likely to encourage 
young people to behave contrary to them, rather than to curtail ‘deviant’ behaviours. As such, 
participants constructed theories of the relationship between structure and agency, which seem to vary 
in complexity according to the participants’ age.
The data presented in this Chapter has begun to uncover various structural and cultural differences 
between the two countries, which seem to operate on a number of levels. Particularly, it has illustrated 
that drawing simple causal links between ignorance amongst young people conceming sex(uality) and 
contraception and unintended pregnancy is problematic. Although participants did not discuss the 
provision of school-based sex education in great detail, their discussion of the formal regulation of 
young people’s behaviour in general, raised certain pertinent questions concerning the way young 
people are formally introduced to sex(uality) in each country.
It is also worth noting that Luci perceives herself as being Dutch (she has a Dutch father and an American mother and 
is by far the most integrated into Dutch society of all FG1 respondents) and therefore may have a clearer idea of the 
intricacies of the Dutch system and attitudes,
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Particularly, discussion of cultural characteristics illustrate that participants’ view cultural differences to 
be important in characterising each country, and in understanding more ‘objective’ or ‘structural’ 
differences -  such as laws and regulations. However, their discussion also illustrates that such cultural 
characteristics are difficult to identify, explain and determine the influence of.
As such, having conducted preliminary analysis on the focus-group data soon after it was collected, two 
particular areas of interest were identified for further exploration:
• In light of participants’ focus on the way young people’s behaviour is regulated differently in
the Netherlands and England, it was decided to look specifically at the way in which
respective governments had regulated young people’s access to information relating to
sex(uality) and contraception -  see Chapter 5.
• In light on participants’ identification of certain Dutch cultural characteristics, such as 
‘liberalness’, ‘tolerance’ and ‘open-mindedness’, it was decided to explore exactly to what 
these concepts refer, and how they have developed over time to be perceived as cultural 
characterisations -  see Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF SCHOOL-BASED SEX EDUCATION
SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXTS
As mentioned in Chapter 2, although young people often have access to information relating to 
sexual health, sexuality and contraception from a variety of additional sources, the provision of 
such information through schools is the most formalised means by which they learn about these 
issues. Schools have historically been an important means by which young people learn about 
sex(uality) in many European countries (see for example, Vilar 1994). Indeed, their large, 
effectively captive, audience, and the amount of time young people spend at school during their 
childhood and early adulthood, awards schools the potential to influence the way young people 
form and develop their sexual identities, opinions and patterns of behaviour. Therefore, a 
comparison of the development of school-based sex education is fundamental in exploring how 
young people have learnt about sex(uality) and contraception in England and the Netherlands.
As such, this Chapter describes how the respective approaches to the issue of school-based sex 
education have developed. It contributes to the understanding of how young people are formally 
introduced to these issues by presenting a comparative analysis of the socio-political context in 
which school-based sex education has historically been provided in the two countries, in light of 
the findings of the previous Chapter and existing research evidence.
The focus-group data presented in the previous Chapter suggests that the way a country formally 
regulates perceived ‘deviant’ behaviour is a salient issue to young people as they grow up. 
Participants (who had lived in both countries) identified and experienced laws and regulations as 
the key difference between the England & Wales and the Netherlands, seeing them to have 
contrasting effects on the behaviour of young people. As such, these findings raise the question of 
how the provision of school-based sex education is formally regulated in the two countries, and 
what the implications on its provision in practice might be (which is considered further in Chapter 
7).
In their attempts to explain these differences, participants used concepts such as ‘liberalness’ and 
‘tolerance’ in relation to the Dutch approach, believing that young people themselves and their 
‘deviant’ behaviours, including sexual activity, are more accepted in the Netherlands than in 
England & Wales. As discussed in Chapter 2, some studies comparing the historical provision of 
school-based sex education across countries have also partially attributed identified variations to
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countries’ social attitudes towards the sexual activity of young people (for example, Thomson 
1994; Vilar 1994; Radermakers 1997; Papp 1997; Silver 1998).
As such, this Chapter considers these issues in more detail, beginning to uncover the socio­
political contexts in which school-based sex education has been provided in each country 
historically. It illustrates a differing political attitude towards the issue of school-based sex 
education, accompanied by a contrasting wider socio-political climate towards young people’s 
sexuality and sexual activity within which policy decisions have been made.
In order to explore these aspects an historical comparative time-line was constructed taking 
account of a number of potentially relevant factors - formal legislation; government and research 
publications; non-government organisations activities; public health media campaigns; Church 
activities; and any other significant events or occurrences, such as the government in power. 
Analysis revealed a strikingly different approach to the provision of school-based sex education by 
respective governments over the last 30 years. Whilst the British government has intervened fairly 
frequently in the provision of school-based sex education, particularly over the last 20 years, the 
Dutch government has almost entirely left its provision to the discretion of individual schools. In 
addition, British government intervention has been more prescriptive, particularly in terms of the 
way in which sex education should be taught within schools. These differences reflect and 
perpetuate a wider contrasting socio-political context in which young people’s sexuality and 
sexual behaviour, whilst largely accepted in the Netherlands, remains highly controversial and 
politically contested in England & Wales.
Section 5.1. begins by describing the development of school-based sex education in the 
Netherlands, illustrating its characterising elements to be the intentional depoliticisation of the 
issue by the government in the late 1960s. Section 5,2. then considers the contrasting 
development of school-based sex education in England & Wales. The Chapter concludes with a 
summary discussion (Section 5.3.).
5.1. The development of school-based sex education in the Netherlands
The Dutch government has historically left the provision of school-based sexual education at the 
point of delivery entirely to the discretion of individual schools; the first direct intervention having 
occurred in 1993 with the introduction of the ‘basic core curricular’ and setting general ‘minimum 
attainment targets’ for different elements of the primary and secondary curriculum.
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Up until 1993, when attainment targets for basic education were introduced into both primary and 
secondary education, then, schools were left to determine themselves whether, what and how to 
provide their pupils with information and education on sex(uality) and related issues. As such, it 
has been difficult to ascertain the proportion of schools providing sexual, and AIDS education, 
what is taught, and the methods and materials used (Schaalma et al. 1991:143).
This relative lack of government intervention should first be understood in the broader context of 
the Dutch educational system which is characterised by freedom and therefore a high degree of 
diversity:
“The statutory and constitutional basis for the Dutch educational system is the freedom of 
education, i.e. the freedom to found schools, to organise the teaching in schools and to 
determine the principles on which they are based...Religious and philosophical groups 
can therefore found their own schools. If they do so, the schools are deemed to be 
privately-run and are funded by the government according to the same criteria as publicly- 
run schools...The majority of schools in the Netherlands (approx. 65%) are run on the 
basis of certain religious or philosophical principles” (NIZW^ 2000:1)
Although there are certain statutory standards in relation to the ‘quality of education’ (for example 
teaching staff qualifications and subjects taught), the Dutch government does not hold statutory or 
constitutional responsibility to specifically determine the provision of education through schools. 
As such, there exist a range of schools in the Netherlands based on particular religious and/or 
philosophical principles, the result being that the specific content of subjects and the way in which 
schools teach has historically been left almost entirely to the discretion of individual schools. The 
reasons for this are discussed in further detail in Chapter 6.
The mid-to-late 1960s represented a watershed in Dutch schools’ provision of information relating 
to sex, sexuality and contraception, as philosophical ideas concerning the function of sexual 
education and specifically, who should provide it, began changing dramatically. Previously 
schools had generally not been involved in providing pupils with information relating to sex(uality), 
as this had been seen to be primarily the function of the family (see Roling 1988 for detailed 
discussion of this period).
 ^ Netherlands Institute for Care and Welfare (NIZW)
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These developments, however, should be viewed in a wider context. Until the mid-1960s the 
Netherlands was considered to be one of the most ‘traditional’ or ‘conservative’ societies in 
Western Europe in terms of the public discussion of sexuality and availability and use of 
contraception. For example, the display and sale of contraception was restricted, the medical 
community had no role in the field of family planning and the birth rate was one of the highest in 
Western Europe in 1965 (Ketting & Visser 1994:163).
However, between 1965 and 1975 this situation changed rapidly and fundamentally, which has 
been attributed to the combination of a number of social, cultural and political developments, 
bringing about a rapid change in traditional values and family relationships:
• A shift from a predominantly agricultural to an industrial society;
• Rapid economic growth and the foundation of a welfare state with an extending system of 
social security;
• A decline of the influence of the church in public and personal life;
• The introduction of modern mass media, particularly television, on a large scale;
• A rapid increase in the general educational level in the whole population, including both 
men and women (Ketting & Visser 1994:163).
In this context, growing pressure from various independent organisations with different religious 
and philosophical persuasions to liberalise socio-sexual attitudes and related legislation 
(particularly the availability of contraception and abortion) resulted in promotional activities and 
the provision of services, some of which conflicted with current law. The ‘Dutch Society of Sexual 
Reform’ (NVSH), for example, played an integral role in this process, its main aim at the time 
being to lobby for the liberalisation of sexual and ethical standards in the Netherlands. Particularly 
they fought for the legalisation of contraception and by 1965 had become a powerful organisation 
with more than 20,000 members. Around 100 people were employed specifically to exert pressure 
on the government to develop sexuality education programmes, to influence the media and to 
support a network of family planning centres across the country. By the mid-1960s, the NVSH 
was running ‘counselling bureaus’ in most small towns and cities and had become the main 
distributor of contraceptives despite their public sale still being officially prohibited (Schuijer 
1991:210).
Additionally, during the early 1960s the NVSH initiated dialogues with both Catholic and 
Protestant organisations as part of attempts to achieve its aims. However, because the Protestant 
population had had access to contraceptive advice through the ‘Protestant Society for the
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Promotion of Responsible Family Planning’ (PSVG) since 1957^ discussions with the Catholic 
Church were considered most important as it represented more opposition to birth control. The 
meeting between the Chairwoman of the NVSH and a Roman Catholic Bishop in 1965 concerning 
contraception is therefore seen to represent an important milestone in the NVSHs effort to 
separate sexuality and fertility through birth control (Schoon 1996:12), and subsequently Bishops 
first openly approved contraception.
The Catholic community in fact subsequently played an integral role itself in precipitating the 
widespread provision of information relating to sex(uality) in schools across the country. The 
Katholiek Nationaal Bureau for Geestelijk Gezondsheidzorg (Catholic National Bureau for Spiritual 
Healthcare) initiated what has been described as a ‘totally new, systematic and organised 
approach to sexual education’ (Roling 1988:56, my translation) from the mid-1960s. Their 
‘workgroup on sexual ‘opvoeding en voorlichting’ (growing up and learning) identified an urgent 
need for concrete and practical help and guidance in the area, and with input from experienced 
professionals a workbook entitled ‘Seksuele opvoeding en voorliching. Richtlijnen ten dienste van 
school en ouders’ ( Sexual development and learning: Guidelines for use by schools and parents’) 
was published in 1967.
To put this publication in context, it is useful to consider the workgroup’s initial purpose; its aim 
was to promote the idea that human sexuality should not remain isolated, rather that it should be 
seen as one facet of people’s mental and physical development. They wanted to ensure that it 
would no longer be the case that only the biological aspects of sexuality were taught, but that 
feelings and emotions would also be discussed. As such, it was also deemed necessary that 
sexual intercourse be seen as a pleasurable experience as well as a reproductive one (Roling 
1988:57).
In terms of the provision of school-based sex education in the Netherlands this publication had 
profound implications. Firstly, as the title implies, sex(ual) education was no longer assumed to be 
the specific task of parents as had previously been the case (although it was not the workgroup’s 
intention to supersede parents’ role). Secondly, the workbook contained practical educational 
guidance, materials and suggestions for how sexual education could be provided within schools. 
For example, suggestions of ways in which to handle sexual questions with young children
2
In 1957 the Protestantse Stichting ter Bevordering van Verantwoorde Gezinsvorming (PSVG) was founded, a 
Protestant counter organisation to the NVSH which in 1964 began offering ‘responsible family advice in light of the 
Bible message, and practical help with contraception through consultations with Ministers and doctors’ (Schoon 
1996:54).
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(primary school age), such as the use of language which is easy for them to understand, and for 
older children covering topics such as prostitution, sexually transmitted diseases, contraception 
and homosexuality (Roling 1988:58). This effectively removed its responsibility from the hands of 
the government.
Roling comments that the most profound impact of the workbook was not so much its content, but 
that its publication succeeded in ‘democratising’ sexual education. He asserts that by promoting 
school-based sex education through the development of practical programmes, examples and 
other concrete information, sexuality became a topic which could be talked about for children from 
all sections of society by the end of the 1960s -  indeed from this point onwards, the vast majority 
of children who attended school were receiving some form of sexual education (Roling 1988:59).
The intentional depoliticisation o f school-based sex education
Despite the Dutch government’s statutory and constitutional inability to intervene directly in the 
provision of school-based sex education (see Chapter 6), from 1969 (the same year that the 
public provision of contraception was removed from the Criminal Law Statute Book) it began 
subsidising NGOs for the purpose of developing courses and materials for the use in schools; a 
decision which essentially represented an indirect encouragement of its widespread provision. 
However, it can also be seen to represent a clear declaration of the government’s position 
regarding this potentially sensitive issue. Affirming schools’ constitutional freedoms, this 
delegation of responsibility to the professional field can also be seen to represent the intentional 
depoliticisatioh of the issue; the government wanted to distance itself from the issue whilst 
maintaining implicit support by financing organisations’ activities.
From the mid-to-late 1960s, then, whilst schools maintained responsibility for the specifics of sex 
education, various NGOs, financially supported by the government, began developing and 
disseminating various sexual and later, AIDS education courses and materials for use in different 
kinds of schools (Schaalma et al. 1991:143).
1969 also saw the forming of the Rutgers Stichting as a result of the NVSH dividing its 
responsibilities. Over previous years the NVSH had witnessed a substantial growth in clientele (to 
beyond its capacity) and as a result had less time to devote to its main objective -  the promotion 
of sexual reform (Schoon 1996:12). Amidst conflict concerning the role of NVSH -  in terms of 
whether it should be primarily concerned with advocating sexual liberation or focus on clinic 
activities, and because it was thought that as family doctors were taking over the provision of
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contraception advice and supplies the need for NVSH clinics was declining -  the remaining NVSH 
clinics split away (Jones 1986:168).
The initial role of the Rutgers Stichting was to provide ‘seksuele hulpverlening’ (directly translated 
as ‘sexual assistance', i.e. contraceptive advice and treatment), and should be understood in the 
context of the wider medical profession having distanced itself from the prescription of 
contraception; due to there being a limited number of doctors willing to prescribe contraception, 
the Rutgers Stichting enlisted and trained non-medical professionals to do so, initially working 
individually, subsequently using the existing NVSH ‘consultation bureaus' which had originally 
been opened in the 1930s (Schoon 1996:13). As such the Rutgers Stichting carved out an 
important niche as a provider of reproductive health services and counselling particularly for 
young people, because funding enabled them to provide young people with contraception at 
reduced prices through their clinics. Indeed, the Rutgers Stichting has developed a reputation for 
offering ‘non-moralistic’, confidential, client-centred services (Jones et al. 1986:169), and has also 
played an important role in training medical professionals and GPs about contraception.
In 1974 the Rutgers Stichting set up a new section called ‘Voorlichting en Vorming’ (‘education 
and forming’), the rationale of which was to conduct preventative work in order to promote 
sexuality as a positive experience -  it was considered that negative societal attitudes towards 
sexuality had resulted in failed contraceptive usage and sexual problems such as unwanted 
pregnancies (Schoon 1996:77). As such, the Rutgers Stichting’s educational activities essentially 
became a separate aspect of its work, and its role has developed to offer “a broad range of 
services...[including]...training programmes and (sexual and reproductive) health promotion 
activities” (Rutgers Stichting internet homepage^).
In the early stages the emphasis was primarily geared towards changing sexual attitudes and 
norms through education; the purpose again being to make sexuality a topic which could be 
talked about within society, and as such, young people were initially identified as the principle 
target-group (Schoon 1996:72-77). As such, from the mid-1970s, teams of professionals working 
for the Rutgers Stichting at its clinics in Amsterdam, Utrecht, Rotterdam and Eindhoven were 
created to establish ‘education and forming’ as an independent element of its work. Each regional 
team identified specific target-groups (depending on the socio-cultural characteristics of the area) 
and cultivated contacts with schools and other organisations, who began developing programmes 
together (Schoon 1996:72). This was the start of the Rutgers Stichting’s educational work, and in
 ^ http://www.rutqers.nl/internationaai.html
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the absence of a full school curriculum, the government funded the Rutgers Stichting to provide 
educational services and they began running various group sessions, visiting schools, and 
developing teaching materials and public education programmes (Jones et al;. 1986:173).
Another key way in which the Rutgers Stichting achieved its aims was by disseminating safer-sex 
messages through the media, starting in 1976 with the ‘Egeltjes Actie’ (‘the hedgehog campaign'). 
This large-scale educational campaign was targeted specifically at young people up to the age of 
18, with the aim of promoting contraception as a normal and natural subject, and the idea that 
discussion about contraception should occur within all sexual relationships (Schoon, 1996:75). 
Due to the target age-group, the message needed to be ‘light’ and ‘far-removed from moralising 
and threats’; as such, the hedgehog acted as a symbol of the topic of sexuality for young people — 
‘prickly, but still cute’ (Schoon, 1996:75).
The Rutgers Stichting sent brochures to all secondary schools, youth clubs and other places 
working with young people, commercials appeared in cinemas and adverts were placed in school- 
diaries and youth magazines. Hedgehog flags were also flown above Rutgers Stichting clinics as 
a means by which to increase their familiarity. The campaign was considered a great success in 
the sense that more and more young people knew about the Rutgers Stichting and the locations 
of their clinics, and it also served to publicise their new direction. As such, the Rutgers Stichting’s 
sexual forming and education work was not value-free, but was based upon a conscious strategy 
to influence and change perceived ‘obstructive’ role-patterns and prejudices (Schoon, 1996:76).
From this point the mass-media began to be used increasingly for these purposes. For example, 
in 1977 a programme entitled ‘Open en Bloot’ (‘naked and frank’) was transmitted on Dutch 
television. This broadcast is widely seen to have had an ‘extraordinary impact on public 
consciousness’; even though large parts of Dutch society remained traditional in outlook, a 
system of allocating air time to groups representing different points of view made it possible for a 
programme of this sort to be shown and be seen by everyone (Jones et al 1986:174).
In 1985 the Dutch company ‘Veronica’ began broadcasting a phone-in discussion radio 
programme on sex and related topics called ‘Radio Romantica’. Themes covered range from the 
light-hearted to the serious -  including falling in love, sexual fantasies, rape, incest, sexual abuse, 
safe sex techniques, coping with AIDS, unwanted pregnancies, homo- and bi-sexuality and 
paedophilia. The programme was run by a professional ‘sexologist’, a liaison officer and a team of 
trained students and psychology graduates (Schaalma et al. 1991:141).
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As such, public discussion of issues relating to sexuality via various forms of media has become 
increasingly commonplace; the particularly important point being that young people have been 
exposed to these influences along with adults, and as such, the “entire society has concurrently 
experienced a course in sex education” (Jones et al 1986:154).
Although the government stopped subsidising the Rutgers Stichting in 1983, it continues to 
undertake this educational work, also offering training courses for teachers and resources for 
parents as well as young people. Figures 5.1 and 5.2. below, provide examples of some of the 
materials currently available for use with young people by schools and/or individuals.
Although the Rutgers Stichting has played a particularly important role, other organisations have 
also developed programmes and materials for use in schools. For example, the NVSH developed 
a sexual education course in the 1980s; the main topics were puberty, contraception and 
masturbation and aimed to make these topics the subject of wider discussion, and to prevent 
STDs and unwanted pregnancies. The course was usually provided by professional educators 
during biology or sociology lessons and methods included group discussion and role-play, and 
slides, videos and films were used as supporting materials (Schaalma 1991:144). As illustrated in 
Section 5.2., such examples contrast significantly with what has been deemed ‘appropriate’ in 
England & Wales -  particularly, perhaps, is the sense in which non-penetrative forms of sexual 
activity have been openly discussed in the media and addressed by programmes developed in 
the independent professional sector. Such activities in the Netherlands have therefore been 
discussed as one means by which to avoid unintentional pregnancy and infection, if not actively 
encouraged.
In terms of AIDS education, in 1988 the Dutch centre for Health Promotion and Health Education 
began a project entitled ‘Introduction of AiDS education in secondary schools’, the main aim of 
which was “to develop an overall innovation strategy aimed at the introduction and implementation 
of AIDS education in all secondary schools” (Paulussen, 1995:1). Previous to this project, there 
had been very little AIDS education curriculum materials available for use in schools, so four 
different programmes were developed for use in schools of different religious persuasion and 
educational level (see Figure 5.3.). These examples of the role of different organisations in 
developing and disseminating sexual education programmes and materials for use in schools 
illustrate that in the absence of specific government intervention in the area, there have 
consistently been a range of resources available for schools to draw upon in providing sexual 
education to pupils. Although the government has indirectly been involved in this process by virtue 
of its subsidising some of these activities, it has not been directly involved in either the 
development or dissemination of these resources.
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Figure 5.1. Examples of current Rutgers Stichting materials for children
between 6-12 years
iü
op M i l  i
Ben jij ook op mij? - ‘Do you like me too?
'Nice and complete educational book for children aged 6-11 years. 
About love, sexuality and reproduction. To read alone and to look at 
together with adults’ (my translation)
Zaadlozing -  seminal discharge
’information folder for boys about seminal discharge. What exactly happens, the first time, what it 
feels like and how to look after yourself (My translation)
Verliefd -  being in love
’Folder with short stories and information about being in love, going out and breaking up’ (my 
translation’
Ongesteld -  menstruation
’Information folder for girls who want to read about menstruation. What happens, what it feels like, 
the first time, sanitary towels or tampons, and how to look after yourself.’ (My translation)
http://www.rutqers.nl/bestellen/kinderen.html
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Figure 5.2. Examples of current Rutgers Stichting materials for young people
http ://w w w .ru tq ers .n l/beste llen /io nq eren .h tm l
Vrijen is verrukkelijk -  
‘Making love is delightful’
Sex guide for girls with 
practical and clear 
information about everything  
to do with sex’ (M y  
translation)
Blij dat ik vrij -  ‘Happy that 
I make love’
S ex guide for boys with 
practical and clear 
information about everything  
to do with sex ’.
(M y translation)
r
Boekje voor jou over veilig 
vrijen -  Booklet for you 
about safer sex’
’The crib booklet is here 
again. A  small handy booklet 
for you about making love 
and safer sex. (M y  
translation)
Voorbehoedmiddelen - 
‘Contraception
Brochure with a com plete  
overview  of all methods of 
contraception, sterilisation, 
future expectations and 
em ergency actions for 
unintended pregnancy. With 
special attention to the use 
of contraception if you have  
a disability’. (M y translation)
Jongeren en seks -  
Young people and sex’
Folder for young people  
about sexuality and safer 
sex’ (M y translation)
Koffie Verkeerd -
Nice brochure about 
hom osexuality, for 
hom osexuals, lesbians, 
heterosexuals and 
bisexuals. W ith sex tips 
from A  to Z, catroons and 
detailed reading and  
address lists’ (M y  
translation)
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Rather it has left this to the professional community; as such exerting very little, if any influence 
over the content or means of delivery. As such, a diverse range of materials have been developed 
and used variously within schools -  as the AIDS education programme clearly illustrates, there 
has not been any one particular style of intervention; rather different organisations have 
developed programmes and materials for use in different types of school, and for different aged 
pupils.
From the early-1990s, however, the Dutch government began the process of ‘modernising’ the 
education system, part of which involved increasing standardisation of the content of different 
subjects. As Chapter 6 discusses, the nature of these reforms reflect the structure and underlying 
principles of the education system, and particularly, illustrate the role of the government.
Towards more standardisation -  the introduction of the basic core curriculum
The introduction of the ‘basic core curriculum’ in 1993 comprised a set of ‘attainment targets’ for 
Primary and Secondary Education'^. These measures were implemented as a means by which to 
ensure that all children -  for the most part -  are provided with the same basic standard of 
education in terms of knowledge, understanding and skills. Their implementation occurred in 
response to the observation that lack of curriculum standardisation across schools made it difficult 
for pupils to change schools or for secondary schools to teach pupils drawn from different primary 
schools (MOCW^ 1998:8).
The revision of Dutch education, of which the introduction of the ‘basic core curriculum’ and 
‘attainment targets’ for primary and secondary education were a part, was undertaken in order to 
develop ‘modern education’, characterised by the following elements:
• “the encouragement of broad, personal development and social education for all 
students;
• the focus on an active, independently learning student; and
• the acknowledgement of the differences between students and the making use of 
these differences’ (MOCW 1998:8).
The Secondary Education Basic Core Curriculum comprises 15 compulsory subjects. The equivalent for Primary 
Education was introduced in 1993 and subsequently also made statutory in 1998. The Attainment Targets for both 
are revised every 5 years.
® Netherlands Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (MOCW)
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As such, these relatively recent developments link primary and secondary education, so that the 
basic core secondary education curriculum “extends and expands the attainment targets for 
primary education” (MOCW 1998:9).
With respect to the provision of information relating to sex and contraception, the first point to note 
is that in both the primary and secondary curricula, there is no separate subject ‘sexual 
education’. In both cases certain topics are included as one element of broader subjects; Science 
and ‘Social Coping Competence’ at primary level and ‘Care’ and Biology at secondary.
Secondly, the requirements included in the curricular are stated in broad terms. For example, in 
the primary science curriculum elements of sexual education are included under the section 
relating to ‘people, plants and animals’ in the form of a generally defined ‘attainment target’:
"Pupils can describe the human body, and the form and functions of the internal and 
external organs used for perception, breathing, movement and procreation. They know 
the differences and similarities between the bodies of mammals with respect to 
perception, breathing and movement” (My translation, Kerndoelen basisonderwijs, 
Natuuronderwijs, Section 29,1998:48).
As such, primary schools are expected to ensure that pupils have basic knowledge concerning the 
functioning of the human body and the ways in which this differs from other mammals; this 
information is one element of what pupils learn in the general subject of science.
In the secondary curriculum elements relating to the teaching of sex, sexuality and related issues 
are included in the subject of verzorging (‘care’, one of the 15 core compulsory subjects). The 
general ‘objective’ of the targets with respect to verzorging are outlined as follows:
• “to care for themselves and other people now and in the future;
• to take care of human physical and mental health and welfare;
• to look after the household and the environment in constantly changing 
circumstances;
• to gain experience exercising practical care skills;
• in relevant situations, to relate what they have learned to the practice of various caring 
occupations” (MOCW 1988:58).
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Verzorging is a wide-ranging subject with a vocational aspect, including issues to do with sex and 
sexuality but also covering various other aspects and introducing pupils to a number of ways in 
which to care for themselves and others. As such, sexual education is not differentiated within the 
basic secondary curriculum by virtue of it being subsumed within Biology and ‘Care’. Therefore 
the government effectively implies that learning about issues related to sex should be part of a 
holistic approach to caring in general. For example, ‘Learning about Care’ is the first aspect of 
Verzorging, which covers ‘basic concepts’, ‘personal care’, ‘social environment’ and ‘society’. The 
second aspect is ‘Learning to Care’, which covers ‘talking about care’, ‘taking responsibility for 
care’, ‘decision-making’, ‘providing care’ and ‘dealing with care’ (MOCW 1998:57-61).
In the ‘attainment targets’ for Verzorging, few references are made to issues relating to sex, 
sexuality and contraception. The references which are included are again defined in general 
terms, for example:
“pupils should be able to indicate and give examples of the way that care entails a wide 
range of activities concerned with... promoting and maintaining good health and reducing 
the risks associated with...infectious diseases (including sexually transmitted diseases)...” 
(MOCW 1998a: Section 1 )
“pupils should be able to indicate the importance in relation to care of forming and 
maintaining relationships. They should be able to recognize and describe the changing 
significance of relationships during adolescence” (MOCW 1998a: Section 12).
Here we see clearly that the Dutch government has regulated the provision of information relating 
to sex, sexuality and contraception to a limited extent; both the objective of verzorging and its 
‘attainment targets’ are described in general and neutral terms; leaving a lot of room for 
interpretation. The overriding aim is the teaching and development of ‘caring’ values, 
considerations and practices, but the specific nature of these elements and the way in which they 
are provided is not prescribed. As such the ‘attainment targets’ are ‘flexible’; individual (primary 
and secondary) schools determine whether their existing curriculum requires revision in light of 
the targets, decide when and how changes are made and are left to augment the basic curriculum 
at their own discretion (Kerndoelen Basisonderwijs, 1998:4; MOCW 1998a, MOCW 1998b:7).
Indeed, general principles of ‘Care’ take precedence over the specific details of what is taught in 
the curriculum and how it is taught is not prescribed by the government. The following quote gives 
an insight into why this is the case:
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“When reading through the attainment targets, it is noticeable that a number of general 
targets take precedence over the subject-specific targets. These general educational 
targets are at the heart of this education revision. They include several subject-bridging 
topics and several skills (learning to do, learning to learn, learning to communicate, 
learning to reflect upon the learning process, and learning to reflect upon the future). To 
integrate these goals in day-to-day education, a gradual swing is needed towards:
• skill-focused education that aims for a balanced development in the student of 
knowledge, understanding and skills;
• guided education that focuses on a more active role for the student, from teacher- 
directed towards student-directed education;
• differentiated education that recognises the differences between students and 
gives these differences their due;
• coherent education in which teachers individually and together discover and define 
what contributions their subjects can make to the collective responsibility they 
carry for the development of their students” (MOCW 1998a:9).
Here we see a clear rationale behind the Dutch government’s resistance to prescribe the details of 
schools’ curricula; the process of overhauling the education system was framed by the a number 
of educational principles which aim to encourage students to be more involved in defining and 
determining their learning process. As such, the personal development of individual pupils is at 
the heart of the reforms, in which pupils are encouraged to be reflective about and contribute toI
their learning process. Indeed, as discussed further in Chapter 6, that schools retain a large 
degree of autonomy with regard to the curricula and the way in which students are taught has 
historically been one of the over-riding principles of Dutch education. For now, it is simply 
necessary to note that, as illustrated above, the Dutch government has been reticent to impose 
more than general requirements concerning the content of the core curriculum and the basic 
minimum standards which all pupils should achieve. For example, in the guidance to schools 
concerning the 1998 Primary Attainment Targets assurances are made to schools and teachers 
concerning the function and application of the targets in which it is clearly stated that “nothing is 
prescribed about the way in which teachers develop a curriculum from the attainment targets. 
Schools and teachers make their own choices” (My translation, Kerndoelen Basisondenvijs 
1998:6).
Similarly, the ‘attainment targets’ for secondary education are described as follows:
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“Attainment targets define explicitly what we want to achieve with basic secondary 
education. They contain no specifications for levels of achievement. Within the boundaries 
it sets for itself, and those of the type of school to which it belongs, each school is free to 
define the achievement levels for its students. The assumption is that a teacher will ‘place 
the bar as high as possible', depending on the potential and interests of the student” 
(MOCW 1998a:9).
As such, the basic core curriculum is partly based on the individual needs of students and as such 
schools are left to determine the specific nature and content of the whole curriculum, rather then 
attempting to standardise the way all pupils learn. For none of the core subjects which schools are 
required to teach at secondary level are they urged to impart information in a particular way, or 
within a particular framework. Again this is characteristic of the Dutch education system as a 
whole and reflects the range of schools which exist. For now, the point is that Dutch schools have 
only since relatively recently, been given basic general guidance on what should be included in 
the curriculum, but they are still left to decide how to teach this information and to augment the 
basic targets and develop the content themselves. This applies to the provision of information 
relating to sex, sexuality and relationships equally as it does to all other subjects.
As such it is clear that where the Dutch state has intervened in the provision of school-based 
sexual education, it has done so to a limited extent -  only outlining general basic standards and 
targets which pupils should achieve and leaving individual schools and teachers to interpret and 
augment them in their development of the curriculum. As such, there has been an element of 
standardisation of the provision of sexual education across schools, but only to a limited extent 
and difference and choice is maintained and promoted.
Development of school-based sex education provision in the Netherlands, can therefore be seen 
to have been historically characterised by individual schools’ constitutional rights to freedom and 
diversity. The government’s intentional depoliticisation of the issue, alongside an ‘open’ climate 
precipitated by the activities of a number of independent organisations, having led to an organic 
development of the provision of school-based sex education. Indeed, this can only be fully 
understood in its wider context. As Chapter 6 illustrates, this reflects the roots, structure, 
functioning and role of the Dutch government in society. For now, the main point is that, as the 
following section illustrates, the development of school-based sex education, and particularly the 
way the government has approached the issue has been strikingly different in England & Wales -
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particularly since the early 1980s, from which point it has increasingly been characterised by 
political and public controversy.
5.2. The provision of school-based sex education in England & Wales
The development of school-based sex education in England & Wales has been extremely different 
than has been the case in the Netherlands. In comparing the two, there are a number of key, 
inter-related elements broadly summarised as relating to the level and nature of government 
intervention (politicisation) and the nature and extent of political and public debate (wider climate).
Perhaps the main difference between the two country’s provision of school-based sex education 
over the last 30 years has been the level and nature of government intervention in its content and 
delivery. Whereas the Dutch state has intentionally refrained from intervening where possible, the 
British government has frequently passed legislation and published guidance documents in a 
clear attempt to directly influence its provision.
This section, therefore presents an analytic summary of the incremental stages of British 
government intervention, illustrating several key ways in which the two government’s approaches 
contrast -  namely, its frequency; its tone and level; its level of centralisation and standardisation; 
and its implicit conceptualisation of young people and their sexuality.
Firstly, a number of general obligations relating to the provision of sex education have been 
implemented by the British government since 1981. These are grounded in legislation and are 
outlined in Figure 5.4. below. The 1986 Education (No. 2) Act represented the first time that 
specific obligations were made concerning schools and local education authorities for its provision 
and content, but as Figure 5.4. illustrates, the issue has since that point become increasingly 
complex (see Harris (ed.) 1996 for a full discussion).
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Figure 5.4. Sum m ary of British Governm ent intervention in the provision  
of schooi-based sex education : Legislation
1981 Schools required to publish information on sex education, including details concerning the manner 
and context in which it is taught (The Education (School Information) Regulations 1981, schedule 2).
1986 It became mandatory for schools to determine whether sex education should form part of the 
secular curriculum. Local Education Authorities (LEAs) and Goveming Bodies were required to ensure 
that where sex education is provided, it is ‘given in such a manner as to encourage those pupils to have 
due regard for moral considerations and the value of family life’ (The 1986 Education (No.2) Act ) \
1988 The ‘National Curriculum’ was introduced, which most state-maintained schools were required to 
follow. Sex education was not made mandatory, but reproductive and disease components were 
included in the Science Curriculum (Education Reform Act 1988).
1991 The National Curriculum Science Orders were revised to include HIV/AIDS at key stage 3 (11-14  
years) of the National Curriculum.
1993 A legal duty was imposed on all maintained secondary schools to provide sex education subject to 
a parental right of withdrawal from all aspects not covered by the National Curriculum (Education Act 
1993, section 241(1)(aa).
1994 Schools became required to provide a summary of the content and organisation of the sex 
education provided in their published information. References ‘to HiV/AIDS or any other sexually 
transmitted diseases, and to aspects of human sexual behaviour other than the biological aspects’ were 
removed from National Curriculum Science Orders.
1995 The Framework for the Inspection of Schools, which had been introduced in 1992 were revised to 
inciude references to sex education.
As such, not only did the British government begin intervening in the area some twelve years 
earlier, it has also done so more frequently, and most importantly, been significantly more 
prescriptive than its Dutch counterpart. These substantive differences in the formalised indirect 
regulation of school-based sex education between the two countries clearly suggest that the 
British government has historically viewed young people’s access to information relating to 
sex(uality) as requiring a greater degree of regulation than has the Dutch government.
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However, analysis of the content of legislative measures and, particularly, guidance documents 
reveals a strikingly different emphasis in government intervention from that illustrated above in 
relation to the Netherlands; the key area of difference being the manner in which the respective 
governments have made attempts to prescribe the specific content and framework within which 
sex education should be provided by schools.
The language used in British Acts of Parliament and Government Guidance Documents illustrate 
that one of the reasons why young people’s access to information relating to sex(uality) through 
school requires regulation is because this process is seen to be ‘sensitive’:
"...health and sex education, taught within a moral framework, are a necessary 
preparation for responsible adulthood" (DES® 1985, para.71 ).
“...schools should offer...some education on sexual matters...teaching about the physical 
aspects of sexual behaviour should be set within a clear moral framework in which pupils 
should be encouraged to consider the importance of self-restraint, dignity and respect for 
themselves and others, and helped to recognise the physical, emotional and moral risks of 
casual and promiscuous sexual behaviour” (DES 1987, para.7 & 19).
Whilst the government recognises that ‘schools should offer...some education on sexual matters’, 
it asserts that such education should be provided in a ‘moral framework’ which emphasises 
particular values, a point of view which is reiterated throughout legislation and guidance. This 
contrasts considerably from the Dutch government’s published statements relating to the provision 
of information relating to these issues, clearly suggesting that the respective governments have a 
different role in relation to the way young people formally learn about sex(uality). Essentially it 
seems that the Dutch government has a ‘guiding’ role which is fairly reactive to social change, 
thereby allowing a high degree of autonomy amongst citizens generally and for independent 
organisation to shape the policy arena. In contrast, the British government takes on a more 
prescriptive role, making more concrete attempts to influence the behaviour of citizens, and 
containing social change which is perceived to be inappropriate in some way.
Indeed, such guidance illustrates that successive British governments have consistently viewed 
the provision of school-based sex education as a particularly ‘sensitive’ issue, asserting that this 
information needs to be provided to young people with caution. The government acknowledges
® Department for Education and Science (DES)
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that young people require this information, but it is the content and the way in which it is provided 
(the ‘framework’) which is emphasised and discussed in great detail. As such, we see that the 
provision of information relating to sexuality to young people is constructed as potentially 
dangerous -  it needs to be provided in a particular way in order to be effective which contrasts 
significantly with the way the Dutch state has explicitly and implicitly approached the issue.
Indeed, information relating to sexuality is constructed as potentially corruptive if not provided in 
an ‘appropriate’ way. For example, the purpose of sex education has been described in 
government guidance as follows:
“...[to]...provide knowledge about loving relationships, the nature of sexuality and the 
processes of human reproduction. In addition, it should lead to the acquisition of 
understanding and attitudes which prepare pupils to view their relationships in a 
responsible and healthy manner. It must not be value-free; it should also be tailored not 
only to the age but also to the understanding of pupils. The Secretary of State believes 
that schools’ programmes of sex education should therefore aim to present facts in an 
objective, balanced and sensitive manner, set within a clear framework of values and an 
awareness of the law on sexual behaviour. Pupils should accordingly be encouraged to 
appreciate the value of stable family life, marriage and the responsibilities of parenthood. 
They should be helped to consider the importance of self-restraint, dignity, respect for 
themselves and others, acceptance of responsibility, sensitivity towards the needs and 
views of others, loyalty and fidelity. And they should be enabled to recognise the physical, 
emotional and moral implications, and risks, of certain types of behaviour, and to accept 
that both sexes must behave responsibly in sexual matters” (DfE^ 1994, para.8).
Here we see clearly the extent to which the state views the formalised provision of information 
relating to sex(uality) to young people as a ‘sensitive’ process which requires regulation -  it 
‘should...be tailored not only to the age but also to the understanding of pupils’; the implication 
being that if it is not tailored in this way, it may be potentially corruptive. As such, school-based 
sex education should ‘aim to present facts in an objective, balanced and sensitive manner, set in 
a clear framework of values and an awareness of the law’ in order to minimise its potential to be 
corruptive.
 ^ Department for Education (DfE)
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This ‘moral framework of values’ is presented as the means by which school-based sex education 
can be provided in an ‘appropriate’ way, and the differences with the Dutch government’s 
intervention in this regard are striking. While the Dutch government has felt it necessary to assure 
schools and teachers that they ‘make their own choices’ concerning the content of the curriculum 
and the teaching methods used, despite there being no statutory requirement to provide school- 
based sex education, the British government prescribes in detail the ways in which it believes 
such information should be provided to young people appropriately.
Indeed, the fact that the British government has determined the nature of the ‘framework’ within 
which it asserts sex education should be taught, thereby prescribing an ‘ideal’ set of values in 
which information should be provided and to which young people should be encouraged to 
adhere. As such, through its intervention in school-based sex education it promotes a particular 
view of the place of sexuality and sexual relationships in society, advocating ‘stable family life’ and 
particularly ‘marriage’ as the preferred form of relationship.
Although recent government guidance explicitly acknowledges “that there are strong and mutually 
supportive relationships outside marriage”, and urges schools to “ensure that there is no 
stigmatisation of children based on their home circumstances”, the fact that “therefore pupils 
should learn the significance of marriage and stable relationships as key building blocks of 
community and society” (DfES® 2000:2), clearly suggests that these forms of relationship are 
deemed to be ‘ideai-types’. Despite the existence of alternative family forms and relationships, 
such guidance effectively represents an attempt to counter these trends -  heterosexuality and 
marriage clearly being represented as the norm and ideal.
In addition, the government has recently stated that it is the responsibility of schools to ensure 
pupils are ‘protected’ from ‘inappropriate’ teaching and materials; for example:
“Materials used in schools must be in accordance with the PSHE framework and the law. 
Inappropriate images should not be used nor should explicit material not directly related to 
explanation. Schools should ensure that pupils are protected from teaching and materials 
which are inappropriate, having regard to the age and cultural background of the pupils 
concerned” (DfES 2000:10).
8 Department for Education and Skills (DfES)
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Here we see concern that the use of such ‘inappropriate’ teaching methods and ‘explicit’ materials 
is also seen to be potentially corruptive to pupils; however, there are no references to what kind of 
images or methods of teaching are considered to be inappropriate, and as such there remains an 
element of confusion.
This is in fact a characteristic of much of the published government guidance on school-based sex 
education; as we have seen, these documents prescribe a certain set of moral values and go into 
a large amount of detail in doing so. For example, the most recent DfES guidance is a long and 
fairly dense document, split into the following sections; ‘specific issues when teaching sex and 
relationships education’; ‘sex and relationships education within PSHE’; ‘teaching strategies for 
sex and relationships education’; ‘working with parents’; ‘working with the wider community’; and 
‘confidentiality’. However, the guidance often fails to qualify these strongly stated guidelines, 
leaving certain issues open to interpretation. As such, there is a paradoxical element in the British 
government’s intervention in schools’ provision of sex education; emphasising the ‘sensitive’ and 
potentially corruptive nature of providing pupils with information relating to sex and contraception 
and therefore prescribing a particular ‘moral framework’ within which it should be taught, whilst 
failing to be clear as to the meaning of the precautionary statements which are made. The above 
quote illustrates this clearly; what images, materials and teaching are ‘inappropriate’ is not 
defined, neither is it made clear what is age or culturally appropriate. As the next section goes on 
to illustrates, however, the nature of the government’s attempts to regulate school-based sex 
education are clearly linked to the way political issues are discussed and policy decisions are 
made, and to the sense in which these processes take place publicly.
The politicicised policy-making process
The way political debates occur and policy-decisions are made are very different in the 
Netherlands and England & Wales. The reasons for this are complex and deeply rooted and are 
discussed in detail in Chapter 6. The point for now is that whereas in the Netherlands great 
lengths are taken to reach consensus (as illustrated particularly by the Dutch government’s 
delegation of responsibility for school-based sex education to the independent professional sector 
in 1969), British politics is inherently adversarial, and therefore issues are often not necessarily 
resolved. This section illustrates that the process of sex education policy-making has been 
characterised by polarised and heated political debate, conducted in a public arena and subject to 
a great deal of media scrutiny. Rather than being conceptualised as a public health issue -  as has 
been the case in the Netherlands -  policy issues relating to the provision of school-based sex 
education and young people’s sexual behaviour have tended to be framed by discourses of 
‘traditional family values’ in which, amongst other things, parents’ rights and the protection of
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children’s ‘innocence’ have been promoted. As such, the nature of British legislation and 
government guidance relating to school-based sex education can be placed in context.
Increasing government intervention in school-based sex education during the 1980s occurred 
within a wider politicised debate concerning the autonomy of women aged under 16 to seek 
contraceptive advice without their parents knowledge. The Gillick case which precipitated this 
debate, put the appropriateness of young people’s access to contraception, and subsequently 
issues relating to their sexuality, including the provision of school-based sex education, high on 
the political agenda, and as such has had profound and far-reaching implications.
In 1974 a memorandum of guidance on family planning was issued by the DHSS to Health 
Authorities which included references to the provision of contraceptive services to young people. 
This guidance stated that “it may be heipfui to make separate, iess formai arrangements for young 
peopie” when developing family planning services; that “staff shouid be experienced in deaiing 
with young peopie and their probiems”; and that although it would “be prudent to seek the [under 
16 year oid] patient’s consent to teii the parents”, it was not unlawful to prescribe contraception to 
her without informing her parents (DHSS 1974).
This guidance was revised in 1980 to include a specific section on the provision of family planning 
services to young people. The revised version included the following recommendations:
i. That family planning clinic sessions should be made available for ‘peopie of ali ages’, but 
that efforts might be made to provide separate, less formal arrangements for ‘young peopie’;
ii. That where medical professionals are approached by ‘persons under the age of 16’ for 
advice on family planning, ‘speciai care is needed not to undermine parentai responsibiiity 
and famiiy stabiiity’;
iii. That when consulted by persons under the age of 16, medical professionals ‘wiii aiways 
seek to persuade the chiid to invoive the parent or guardian...and wiii proceed from the 
assumption that it wouid be most unusuai to provide advice without parentai consent’, other 
than in ‘exceptionai circumstances’;
iv. That, nevertheless, the principle of confidentiality between patients and doctors should not 
be abandoned for ‘chiidren under 16’;
V. That the ‘nature of counseiiing must be for the doctor or other professionai worker
concerned and that the decision whether or not to prescribe contraception must be for the 
ciinicai judgement of a doctor’.
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IN 1982, Mrs. Gillick, a mother of 5 daughters, objected to the 1980 DHSS Guidance on Family 
Planning Services, seeking assurance from her Health Authority that none of her daughters would 
be provided with contraception or abortion services 
without her knowledge (see Figure 5.5. for the 
stages of the case).
Once Gillick had failed to gain such assurance -  on 
the grounds that medical treatment is a matter for 
the clinical judgement of the doctor -  she initiated 
legal proceedings against both the DHSS and the 
Area Health Authority; seeking to establish;
i. that the 1980 DHSS circular was unlawful 
because it advised medical professionals to 
cause or encourage unlawful (i.e. 
underage) sexual intercourse, contrary to 
the relevant sections of the 1956 Sexual 
Offences Act; and
ii. that Health Authority medical staff could not 
give advice on or treatment for 
contraception to any of her underage 
children without her consent; to do so 
would be inconsistent with her parental 
rights (Pilcher 1996:79-80).
Fig. 5.5. Stages to the Gillick case
1. Mrs. Gillick objects to the 1980 DHSS Guidance, 
seeking assurance from her health authority that 
none of her daughters would be provided with 
contraceptive or abortion services without her 
knowledge.
2. This assurance was not given.
3. Mrs. Gillick initiates legal proceedings against the  
DHSS and the Area Health Authority.
4. Mrs. Gillick loses her case.
5. She takes her case to the Appeal Court which 
overturns the earlier ruling, rendering the 1980 
Guidance illegal.
6. The DHSS publishes a Circular to medical and 
education authorities stating that it is unlawful to 
provide contraception or abortion to a person 
under 16 without parental consent.
7. The Secretary of State appeals to the House of 
Lords to overturn the Appeal Court judgement.
8. The House of Lords overtums the judgement, 
accepting that a doctor can provide confidential 
contraceptive advice and treatment without 
committing an offence.
9. The original 1980 DHSS guidance is reinstated.
10. The Fraser Guidelines are introduced, listing 
factors which doctors must consider before 
providing contraceptive advice or treatment to 
under 16s without parental advice.Although it was eventually ruled that young people 
under the age of 16 are able to obtain contraceptive advice and treatment without their parents' 
knowledge in certain circumstances (outlined in the Fraser Guidelines®), the case has had 
profound and far-reaching implications. Specifically, there has been a certain amount of confusion 
as to how the Gillick case and the Fraser guidelines extend to the provision of school-based sex 
education.
Before providing young people under the age of 16 with contraception without their parents knowledge, health 
professionals must satisfy themselves that: I) the girl (although under 16 years of age) will understand the doctor’s 
advice; ii) the doctor cannot persuade the girl to inform her parents that she is seeking contraceptive advice; iii) the 
girl Is veiy likely to begin or continue having sexual intercourse with or without contraceptive treatment; iv) unless 
she receives contraceptive advice or treatment, her physical and/or mental health are likely to suffer; v) her best 
interests require the doctor to give her contraceptive advice and/or treatment without parental consent (Thomson 
1996:108).
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For example, in the 1987 DfES Circular ‘Sex Education at School’, teachers were warned that 
although the House of Lords sanction of contraceptive advice and treatment to under 16 year olds 
had ‘no parallel’ in the school context, “giving an individual pupil advice [on contraception] without 
parental knowledge or consent would be an inappropriate exercise of a teacher’s professional 
responsibilities and could, depending on the circumstances, amount to a criminal offence” (para. 
25). As such, there was clearly a certain amount of confusion surrounding the information which 
teachers could legally impart to individual pupils, and the subsequent 1994 guidance on sex 
education again failed to provide clarity on the matter; simply stating that the legal position is 
uncertain:
“Particular care must be exercised in relation to contraceptive advice to pupils under 16, 
for whom sexual intercourse is unlawful. The general rule must be that giving an individual 
pupil advice on such matters without parental knowledge or consent would be an 
inappropriate exercise of a teacher’s professional responsibilities. Teachers are not health 
professionals, and a legal position of a teacher giving advice in such circumstances has 
never been tested in the courts” (DfE 1994, para. 39).
This guidance clearly placed teachers and pupils in a difficult position, but the root of the issue 
seems to be whether under 16 year old young people’s right to confidentiality supersedes that of 
their parents. It is clear that their rights to such confidentiality is assured within a medical setting 
providing they meet the requirements of the Fraser Guidelines (although individual practitioners 
exercise their personal discretion in deciding this). However, in an educational setting the issue is 
not so clear-cut.
Bridgeman, for example, has explored the legal context of teachers’ provision of information about 
contraception to individual pupils, stating that:
“A teacher who makes the professional judgement that the parents of a young person 
should be told that their child has sought contraceptive advice and is having unlawful 
sexual intercourse is unlikely to be found guilty of a breach of confidence by the court. 
However, it should be emphasised that the teacher would have a power not a duty to 
inform the parent. In other words, in such circumstances the teacher may decide that it is 
in the best interests of the child for this information to be imparted to his or her parents, 
and would not be acting in breach of confidence by doing so: but if the teacher decided to 
respect the confidence of the pupil, the parent would have no legal action against the
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teacher for failing to inform them that their son or daughter had sought advice about 
contraception” (Bridgeman 1996:61).
As such, the issue is confusing in legal terms and as such, as well as there being an element of 
confusion, unless such a case were to be tested in the courts, it can be argued that legislatively, 
these issues are potentially conflicting.
The issue of Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act, illustrates and reinforces a number of 
the themes identified in relation to the Giliick case and its ramifications. The Act prohibited Local 
Authorities from ‘intentionally promot[ing] homosexuality or publish[ing] material with the intention 
of promoting homosexuality...[or] promotfing] the teaching in any maintained school of the 
acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’ (section 2a(1)). However, it went 
on to state that ‘Nothing in subsection (1) above shall be taken to prohibit the doing of anything for 
the purpose of treating or preventing the spread of disease'{secWon 2a(2)).
Again this created an element of confusion in terms of the implications of Section 28 on schools’ 
provision of sex education. The DES published another Circular in 1988, clarifying the situation 
with regard to school sex education in light of the Local Government and Education Reform Acts. 
This circular explains that in order to fulfil the requirements of the Education Reform Act as 
outlined above, schools should include in the curriculum ‘a comprehensive, well-planned 
programme of sex education’ (para. 3), and that Section 28 of the 1988 Local Government Act 
applies to Local Authorities, not to schools, and that as such, it should not hinder objective 
discussion of homosexuality in the classroom, or education about HIV and AIDS.
However, this clarification did not succeed in ending political debate or public controversy around 
the issue of discussing homosexuality and HIV/AIDS in the classroom, as the removal of non- 
biological references to HIV/AIDS from the Science Curriculum in 1994 illustrates. Indeed, the 
issue was again at the top of the political agenda in 2000 when the Labour government under 
Tony Blair attempted to repeal Section 28. Perhaps in anticipation of the furore that this was likely 
to cause, the government proposed new general legislation for school-based sex education, which 
would include asserting the importance of marriage and denouncing the use of explicit and 
inappropriate materials in the classroom.
As such, both the Giliick case and the attempted repeal of Section 28, together with subsequent 
revised guidance documents, illustrate clearly a number of pertinent differences in the way the 
respective policy-making processes occur. As discussed above, the Netherlands has been 
characterised by a high degree of consensus, in which issues relating to school-based sex
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education and young people’s sexual behaviour, have been subject to minimal political debate. In 
Britain, however, these issues have been approached very differently.
Firstly, the way in which the issue of school-based sex education and young people’s sexual 
activity are conceptualised as issues. In the Netherlands they can be seen to have been viewed 
as public health rather than moral issues. As such, the government delegated the issue to the 
professional field and by so-doing depoliticised the question of how schools should provide their 
pupils with information relating to sexuality and contraception. In contrast, the issue can clearly be 
seen to have been consistently related to a range of morally defined issues in England & Wales.
In relation to the Giliick case, there is the sense in which it is contested whether the rights of 
parents should precede those of young people -  or ‘children’, as they are often referred. And this 
is the key issue; when does a child become something else -  ‘teenager’, ‘adolescent’, ‘young 
person’, ‘adult’? The issue is essentially about autonomy -  the implications of the Giliick case 
relate to whether children and young people have an intrinsic right to be provided with information 
relating to sexuality and contraception at school. This issue has not been resolved and as 
discussed below, is also associated with a moral perception that society should protect children’s 
innocence.
As such, the issue of school-based sex education became part of a wider politicised debate 
concerning ‘traditional family values’, which developed from the late 1970s and characterised 
British politics throughout the 1980s and early 1990s (see Thomson 1993; Fox Harding 1999). 
This so-called ‘Family Values Movement’ can be seen to have infiltrated a number of key policy 
areas, promoting stable marriage and child-rearing, gendered division of roles, the confinement of 
sexuality to the permanent married heterosexual unit and the support of these ideals through 
government policy (Fox Harding 1999:119). Indeed, the provision of education generally was a 
major political issue during the 1980s as was the appropriate level of state intervention in the 
private sphere. As Thomson comments:
“It is impossible to understand the policy changes that affected sex education through the 
1980s in isolation from the general ideological project of Thatcherism within which we find 
the construction of new political constituencies and shifts in power from local to central 
government” (1993:223).
As such, the nature of political debate around school-based sex education and related policy 
areas has been characterised by a high degree of polarised debate and in the context of a wider
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attempt to promote a particular way of living. The issues have not been resolved, with repeated 
concessions made through the process of passing legislation, but without achieving consensus.
The issue of school-based sex education was only one part of this debate, but it has been argued 
that it was used as a Trojan horse’ for rallying support for the broader changes the Thatcher 
government was undertaking, whereby the government and media succeeded in persuading the 
public that schools and LEAs were ‘the enemy within’, thereby suggesting that sexual corruption 
was taking place within the classroom (Thomson 1994:119).
Indeed, as well as the issues being polarised and hotly debated by politicians, in the British 
adversarial system they have also been played out publicly via various forms of mass media. 
Indeed, part of the reason perceived ‘sensitive’ or ‘moral’ issues are so hotly debated and 
contested in parliament is because in an effectively two-party majoritarian system (see Chapter 6), 
the role of the opposition political part(ies) is to do precisely that -  oppose the government. It is in 
this context, therefore, that political debates surrounding the various legislative measures 
impacting on school-based sex education can be understood.
Additionally, however, the media has played a significant role in both reflecting and perpetuating 
the politicised climate. In order to illustrate this, a selection of examples of media representations 
and articles relating to school-based sex education and ‘teenage pregnancy’ are discussed.
The following extract is drawn from an article entitled “Why sex lessons are ruining the age of 
innocence” which appeared in The Express on February 25**' 1997. The article asserts that 
“society will pay a heavy price for allowing ‘birth control’ specialists to spread their propaganda in 
our classrooms, suggesting that ‘children’ are being ‘betrayed’ by sex education lobbyists who 
‘exploit’ their innocence and incite secrecy and lies between children and their parents. As such 
Hitchens calls for a re-establishment of the ‘link between love and sex’ which is seen to have been 
removed by school-based sex education:
“There is something more than a little creepy about people who want to tell children about 
sex, given that most adults naturally shrink from the task. Yet, we have been persuaded to 
give these characters a free pass into our schools, and so into the minds of our young, by 
a ruthlessly co-ordinated propaganda campaign...the advance of sex education has been 
relentless since it first arrived in schools a generation ago. Its results have been, at best, 
dubious. And there are many who would regret its introduction as a disaster. Yet the 
lobbyists have been masterly in presenting every failure as either non-existent, or, more
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^  often as the fault of someone else. Thus we find ourselves in the current position where 
unsuccessful sex educationalists blame their short-comings on the lack of sex 
education...and, of course, they are value-free. That is the whole point of them. They 
portray sex as mechanical recreation, without consideration, commitment or faithful 
marriage. They loath and mock the idea that it does and should lead to responsible joint 
parenthood. Perhaps worst of all, they open a deep breech between parent and child, by 
creating a zone of secrecy and lies, in which other lies, perhaps about drugs and theft, can 
grow...the fatherly talk to a son about ‘birds and bees' may have been excruciatingly 
embarrassing, as was a mothers wedding-eve chat with her daughter. But each served its 
purpose and retained in society an understanding of the link between love and sex.” 
(Hitchens 1997:10).
Particularly interesting here is that not only is sex education blamed for a number of ‘evils’, 
including ruining the ‘age of innocence’ and encouraging ‘value-free’ sexual experimentation, but 
the break of trust between parent and child, which it is also contended sex education results in, is 
seen to be particularly damaging. This is in fact a theme which has characterised many such 
media representations of school-based sex education and can also be seen in the government’s 
intervention -  particularly the introduction of the parental right of withdrawal from all aspects not 
included in the national curriculum. As seen in the Gilick case, one of the dominant concerns 
about school-based sex education has been the sense in which it is seen to undermine parents’ 
relationships with their children, and particularly, their rights to introduce their children to sexuality 
themselves. This clearly brings up the issue of parental rights as opposed to those of young 
people, and the sense in which the relationship between the state and the young person is 
mediated through parents.
Although there are, of course, newspaper articles which take a less moralistic attitude towards 
school-based sex education, often relaying the findings of research rather than presenting a view 
out of context, the point is that polarised and politicised debate and controversy continues to be 
played out in the media, illustrating that despite research findings and the opinion of independent 
professionals and their activities, the issue of how young people should be introduced to sexuality 
and related issues remains contested.
Illustrations of the impact of this kind of public and political controversy include the condemnation 
of teachers who are accused of discussing ‘inappropriate’ sexual issues within the classroom:
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“...the governors of Highfield Primary School in Leeds were defending a nurse who had 
given lessons to 10 and 11 year olds where oral sex and ‘Mars bar parties’ were openly 
discussed. The governors were insistent that the nurse concerned was ‘a very traditional 
lady, a very devout Christian’ and that ‘even when she was presented with the unexpected 
question about the Mars bar, she tried to explain it in the context of a loving relationship 
between two people’. The defence was unconvincing, even ludicrous, but it did focus 
attention on what is increasingly coming to be seen as an underlying issue, not just about 
sex education, but in our social life as a whole: how can we restore some sense that our 
civilisation is not simply an arena in which our appetites are allowed to rage unchecked, 
and that it involves certain restraints in the way in which human beings ought to react to 
one another. Vague talk about ‘loving relationships’ will not do” (The Sunday Times 
27/3/94, pi 9).
Here we see clearly a number of issues which characterise both the government’s approach to 
the issue, and the media’s portrayal of it. Particularly is the idea that sex education is in some way 
corruptive -  and not only that, but that sex itself is corruptive; our sexual appetites should not be 
allowed to ‘rage unchecked’, and we certainly shouldn’t’ be instilling the idea that it can in our 
children.
It is only in the context of this politicised climate that we can begin to appreciate the contrasting 
role of independent organisations and the professional fields in the two countries. It is not so much 
that such organisations in England & Wales have not shared many of the principles illustrated in 
the Netherlands, but that their activities have been more constrained by virtue of a highly 
politicised debate and policy-making process which is played out and scrutinised by the media.
Indeed, it could be argued that in the late 1960s there potentially existed scope in England & 
Wales for independent organisations to play a similar role. For example, in 1968 voluntary 
organisations such as the Family Planning Association (FPA) and the National Marriage Guidance 
Council (NMGC) received government funding to train and resource teachers (Thomson 
1994:117). However, as in a climate in which the issues are polarised and conducted in public the 
activities of independent organisations and the professional community have been more 
constrained as the moral stand-point continually re-enters the debate.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, there in fact exists a broad consensus within the international 
research and practice communities concerning the provision of school-based sex education. 
Indeed, the Family Planning Association (FPA) and Brook Advisory Services have played a similar
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role in the England & Wales as the NVSH and the Rutgers Stichting in the Netherlands, both also 
providing contraceptive services before the legal sanctioning of contraception in England & Wales 
(which occurred two years earlier than in the Netherlands; 1967 and 1969 respectively). They 
have both also been involved in the development of educational materials for the use in schools.
For example, the first Brook Advisory Centre opened in 1964, and was founded to provide free 
birth control advice and supplies to young and single women because most FPA clinics at the time 
would not supply unmarried minors (Jones et al. 1986:108; www.brook.oro.ukL As illustrated in 
Figure 5.6. below, its current function and aims are also similar in nature to those of the Rutgers 
Stichting in the Netherlands.
Figure 5.6. Brook’s Mission Statement
Brook's aim is to protect, promote and preserve the sexual and reproductive health of young people by 
educating them in matters relating to sexual behaviour, contraception, sexually transmitted infections and 
unwanted pregnancy.
This means that we care about what happens to young people and will give you our best advice, information 
and help, so that you can make choices based on sound knowledge of all the facts.
MISSION STATEMENT
Brook is a professional, non-profit making organisation for young people up to 25. It exists to enable all young 
people to make informed choices about their personal and sexual relationships so that they can enjoy their 
sexuality without harm.
Core Values -  These are the things we believe in:
• Putting young people first
•  Confidentiality for young people
• A positive view of sexuality
• Freedom of choice
• The availability of free contraception to all
• The availability of legal and safe abortion
• Respect for diversity (i.e. difference)
_________________________________________________________  http://www.brook.org.uk/index2.htm
As such. Brook provides an information service for young people, professionals and parents as 
well as co-ordinating and supporting the work of its 18 centres around the UK and being involved 
in establishing new services at the request of Health Authorities.
The Sex Education Forum (SEF) has also been very active in the area of promoting the provision 
of sex education at schools and again, has a similar approach to the issues as adopted by the 
Rutgers Stichting. For example, on their internet homepage they state that “We believe that good 
quality SRE is an entitlement for all children and young people. We are working with our 49
123
Christina Silver_______________________   Chapter Five : The Development of School-based Sex Education
member organisations to achieve this" (http://www.ncb.ora.uk/sef/index.htmL As such they have 
been working and campaigning in the area for a number of years. For example they publish a 
termly newsletter entitled ‘Sex Education Matters’ which provides up-to-date policy information 
and discussion around the provision of school-based sex education and have published a 
‘Framework for Sex and Relationships Education’ (Sex Education Forum 1999). More recently, in 
2000 they facilitated the writing of a ‘Young Persons Charter for good Sex and Relationships 
Education’ which was drawn up by young people themselves (see 
http.7/www.ncb.org.uk/sef/charter.htmL and they are currently involved in a number of projects 
including looking at sex education for Black and minority ethnic children and young people and 
investigating the link between sex and drugs (see 
http://www.ncb.ora.uk/sef/proiects.asp7dept-19).
However, as has been discussed above, and as is further illustrated in Chapter 7, the direct 
influence of these organisations on the provision of school-based sex education has been 
constrained by the politicised and public nature of debates, in which the moral position has had a 
stronger voice -  succeeding in scrutinising and curbing a more organic development.
5.3. Summary and Discussion
This Chapter has documented and contrasted the historical provision of school-based sex 
education in the Netherlands and England & Wales, placing significant developments and 
occurrences in their respective wider socio-political contexts. A number of substantive differences 
have been identified, which contribute to the greater understanding of the relative and absolute 
‘success’ of sex education policies and strategies in the two countries. Perhaps the most crucial 
difference relates to the sense in which various forms of sex education were depoliticised by the 
Dutch government in the late-1960s, which, alongside the emergence of an ‘open’ attitude to a 
range of sexually-related issues, can be seen to have enabled an more organic ‘evolution’ of 
providers of sex education in the non-governmental sector.
The main consequence of the effective dépolitisation of Dutch sex education was that 
independent organisations began developing and disseminating materials for use in schools 
autonomously -  i.e. without any intervention or regulation from centralised government. As 
discussed previously, this role was taken over by several organisations already in existence which 
had previously lobbied for sexual liberation and also resulted in the establishing of a number of 
organisations which had specific roles for providing more general advice and information for 
young people -  of which sex education was one.
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The depoliticisation of the issue also meant there has been markedly less central government 
control or intervention in the provision of sex education by schools than has been the case in 
England & Wales. Given the number and range of NGOs involved in this field, this meant that 
individual schools had the power to adopt and adapt sex education provision to meet their 
particular needs and circumstances.
Dutch government intervention, when it has occurred, can also be seen to be more general in 
nature and neutral in tone. This is clearly related to the aims of the wider modernisation of Dutch 
education in which it occurred; for example to impose more continuity between different schools' 
basic general education, rather than to determine the specific content of particular subjects. As 
such, policy has not changed drastically as new governments come to office and has been 
relatively consistent over the last 30 years.
The Dutch system can be seen as having a greater acceptance, tolerance, recognition of the 
activities of young people in general, and particularly their sexual activity. As illustrated in Chapter 
7, this has resulted in not only wider choice of materials, but information written and presented in 
such a way as to be more meaningful and hence effectively internalised by pupils.
Although a similar pattern emerged in the England & Wales, of the development of NGOs 
providing educational advice and material to young people, the main difference is that these 
activities and their effectiveness can be seen to have been constrained by the wider socio-political 
climate. The fact that sex education remained a politicised issue -  wrapped up in the UK 
Government’s wider perception of itself as guardians of family life and moral values -  meant that 
central government took on more responsibility for developing and prescribing perceived 
appropriate ways in which to deliver appropriate information. The British government’s 
interventions can clearly be seen to reflect both a greater degree of centralisation of responsibility 
and subsequently a more politicised and contested wider socio-political context.
The following Chapter provides further contextualisation of these two aspects -  illustrating the 
historical factors contributing to the differing role of the respective governments, and the existence 
of contrasting socio-political climates around school-based sex education and young people’s 
sexuality. It focuses on the historical development of the structure and functioning of the state, 
which in both cases can be seen to be integrally related to the respective social structures.
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CHAPTER SIX 
CONSENSUAL AND ADVERSARIAL POLITICS IN THE 
NETHERLANDS AND ENGLAND AND WALES
This Chapter provides further historical contextualisation to the core differences highlighted in 
Chapter 5 — namely, the greater degree of British government centralisation and particularly 
prescriptive intervention in school-based sex education and the related politicised climate within 
which young people learn about sexuality and related issues. It offers an interpretation of how 
the functioning of the two political systems contributes to the understanding of these differences.
It therefore builds on the previous discussion concerning the development of school-based sex 
education in the two countries, to consider the historical political and societal contexts within 
which they have evolved and been implemented. This Chapter illustrates how deeply-rooted and 
inter-related all these characteristics are and illustrates the defining difference to be the 
contrasting adversarial-consensual nature of the political systems, which have clear implications 
on the nature of the respective policy-making processes.
The Netherlands operates a multi-party system, in which coalition governments, elected through 
a system of proportional representation, make decisions by means of reaching consensus. In 
Britain, in contrast, an essentially two-party political system has historically been in operation, 
whereby a first-past-the-post electoral system results in majoritarian governments. As such, the 
political system together with the nature of debate is inherently oppositional, rather than 
consensual.
The Chapter begins by discussing the nature of the political system in the Netherlands 
considering how it is rooted in the historical structure and functioning of society (Section 6.1). It 
then goes on to compare the most striking Dutch characteristics with the roots and development 
of the British political system, illustrating the British government exercises more control over 
defining perceived appropriate ways of behaving. The Dutch approach on the other hand, takes 
more account of diverse beliefs and values (Section 6.2.). The Chapter concludes by arguing 
that the more open climate and depoliticisation of potentially sensitive issues in the Netherlands 
is explained by the deep-rooted structures and principles.
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6.1. The development of consensus-based politics in the Netherlands
The development of Dutch politics and society since the creation of the state as an independent, 
self-governing entity is characterised by a paradoxical combination of deep religious and 
philosophical friction and fragmentation on the one hand, and a shared national-identity and 
sense of common cause on the other — the necessity to secure and maintain an autonomous 
and stable nation-state. This section describes this process, illustrating the sense in which its 
various characterising elements have influenced the contemporary socio-political structure and 
contribute to the understanding of how and why the Netherlands has approached the issue of 
school-based sex education over the last 30 years.
The autonomous Kingdom of the Netherlands
Perhaps the most important sequence of events in shaping the development of the 
contemporary Dutch political system began subsequent to Belgian independence when the 
nation-state now known as the Kingdom of the Netherlands was bom.
The Dutch needed to forge a position for themselves as a small independent state within 
Europe, which involved deciding what form of government was most desirable, and thus political 
debate around this issue took central stage from 1839. The main point of contention was around 
the extent to which the King would retain direct political influence, but it was some nine years 
later before a coherent basis for governance was established. William II was now King, and in 
light of fears that revolutionary republican movements occurring throughout Europe may also 
threaten the Netherlands, he pushed forward the constitutional reforms which resulted in the 
Constitution of 1848. Full ministerial responsibility was central and its principles can still be seen 
to underlie the nature and functioning of the Dutch political system today (Blom 1999:395). As 
such:
“...the constitution guaranteed freedom of religion, education, the press, and assembly. 
Church and state were supposed to be strictly separated. The principle question of 
whether ultimate authority was invested in “the people" or the monarch was not explicitly 
addressed. But the new constitution clearly gave parliament many new powers at the 
king's expense" (ibid.).
In this context the political system began to change from monarchistic to parliamentarian, 
although initially many aspects remained unreformed in practice. For example, while changes 
meant that cabinet representatives would now be chosen on a district by district basis, the voting 
system was restricted to the prosperous levels of society, meaning that only around 10% of the 
adult male population could participate in elections for the Second Chamber (Blom 1999:396).
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In terms of the development of the contemporary political system, one of the most important 
characteristics of the time was that parliamentary functioning was not initially organised along 
party-political lines. After the 1848 reforms various interest-groups began struggling for 
influence, but it was not until the 1870s that so-called 'modern' political parties began emerging. 
Initially, then:
“...many parliamentarians did not have an expressed political ideology. Others did have 
a clear political orientation. The most easily recognisable were the liberals...above all, 
they stood for the systematic application of the new constitutional principles in Dutch 
public life. Arrayed against them were the conservatives, but they possessed neither a 
clear political program nor a well-developed ideology. Unlike many other countries in 
Europe, the Netherlands did not have a powerful feudal tradition, typically represented 
by the nobility, and this made it much more difficult for a strong conservative party to 
emerge...Most parliamentarians belonged to neither of these political currents. They 
occupied a middle position, later called conservative-liberal, but in no sense may they be 
considered a coherent group” (Blom 1999:396, emphasis mine).
The relative lack of a strong feudal system in Dutch history is, in fact, key to the understanding 
of the development of the modern political system -  particularly when viewed in comparison with 
the British model (see Section 6.2. below). Social status has certainly played its role with various 
clearly discernible strata having structured and influenced Dutch society and politics historically 
-  for example, as Goldsblom comments:
“...the Dutch nation had as its ruling elite a rich and haughty patriciate, acting in self- 
appointed authority as subordinate trustees of the people...” (1967:16)
However, the characterising historical difference in this regard with British society is that the 
authority of the traditional land owning nobility became increasingly eroded with the emergence 
of a powerful economic merchant class from the 12^  ^ century. The area now covered by the 
Netherlands and Belgium was divided into various counties and duchies which were essentially 
independent feudal states and “social relations were based on personal dependence, where the 
weak pledged their loyalty to the strong in exchange for protection and other privileges” (van der 
Horst 1996:25-26).
Indeed, geographic location has played an important role in shaping the development of Dutch 
state and society. Located at the estuaries of three particularly important transport and 
communication arteries -  the Rhine, Scheldt and Maas; where the German, French and Anglo- 
Saxon cultures meet; and with limited natural resources to exploit, the Dutch were drawn to
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seafaring and international trade, which from the 12^ century began to flourish (Goudsblom 
1967, van der Horst 1996). As such, a new 'class' of merchants, motivated by the desire to 
accumulate wealth, emerged. The result was an erosion of the traditional authority of the land­
owning 'great nobles’ -  together with a lack of military ability to enforce loyalty amongst their 
subjects and a shortage of wealth, they were increasingly forced to surrender their influence by 
means of granting charters (effectively exchanging self-rule for loyalty and/or cash) to the 
numerous settlements which had developed:
“...it was a very complex system of special privileges and...agreements between 
families...With a few exceptions, the members of the councils and other ruling bodies 
were recruited from this elite class. This did, however, provide a system of checks and 
balances. Things only went right if they attempted to reach some form of consensus” 
(van der Horst 1996:26).
The point, therefore, is not that the Netherlands was more democratic during this period, or that 
political and economic power was not concentrated amongst an elite, but that -  in contrast to 
Britain -  the dominance of the nobility is not so entrenched in the sense that its political and 
economic influence began to be eroded earlier. Indeed:
“by the mid-19*^ century...the nation's most important source of wealth was foreign trade, 
especially with the East Indian colonies...the profits of foreign trade went for the most 
part to the merchants. The burgher class strongly dominated the political and economic 
scene; in social relations it sustained a rigid system of subtle distinctions...” (Goudsblom 
1967:20).
As discussed in Section 6.2. below, the British nobility has succeeded in maintaining political 
influence and thereby shaping the nature of the political system and processes to a greater 
extent than has been the case in the Netherlands.
In addition, the Netherlands' geographic position has also influenced its characteristics and 
those of its citizens in other ways; firstly in terms of co-operation amongst diverse groups of 
people which was required for the collective 'struggle with the water* which has characterised 
Dutch history. The first dikes were built in the eleventh century as protective measures against 
sea and river flooding and those resulting from excessive rainfall. The building of dikes was 
combined with drainage systems in order to reclaim land from the sea and lakes (Andeweg & 
Irwin 1993:5). The relevancy of The Netherlands’ protective measures to the thesis lies in the 
organisation required for their development:
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“From the very beginning, the battle against water was not something which could be left 
to an overlord (or to a little boy putting his finger in the dike), but required the combined 
efforts of the population. Since everyone behind the dike profited, maintenance could not 
justifiably be left to only those whose land bordered the water. Water control boards 
were organised with the responsibility of maintaining the system. It is often claimed that 
these were the first democratic organisations in the country” (Andeweg & Irwin 1993:5).
The practical problem-solving skills required to adequately and efficiently defend the land from 
the sea are widely seen to have significantly influenced the collective Dutch mentality over a 
significant period of time. For example, as Goudsblom puts it; “God made the world, but the 
Dutch made Holland” (1967:11). As such:
“[tjhere is little doubt that, in their corner of the world, the land contributed to shaping the 
people and the people have helped to shape the land. Understanding this relationship 
will help the reader to understand the society and politics of the country” (Anderweg & 
Irwin 1993:2)
As such, a number of key geographical characteristics have influenced the nature of social 
relations and between different sections of Dutch society and these are clearly crucial to 
interpreting how and why the modern Dutch political system functions. As the following 
discussion illustrates, however, religious diversity and tension have played a particularly 
important role in shaping the specific nature of the political system and policy-making process.
Setting the tone -  the ‘School Conflict’ and the growth of party-politics
The emergence of ‘modern’ political parties subsequent to the 1848 constitution, coincided with 
an increasingly heated debate around the character and content of the educational system 
during the 1870s -  known as the ‘School Conflict’ -  which had been an issue since the formal 
separation of church and State in 1848. Although the constitution had guaranteed ‘free 
education’, by law the state was responsible for providing adequate schooling throughout the 
country, but both Orthodox Protestants and Roman Catholic communities opposed this situation, 
wanting their respective faiths to form the foundation of their children’s education (Blom 
1999:398-401 ; Goudsblom 1967:31 ).
The issue was complicated, essentially coming down to how the educational system would be 
financed, and it was not resolved until 1917. Its particularly relevant implication at this point, 
however, is that it encouraged the organised mobilisation of different political philosophies, 
thereby setting the tone for the subsequent development and character of the modern political 
system.
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Previously political interests and ideological positions had been voiced by individuals rather than 
groups, but the dichotomised nature of the ‘School Conflict’ led to increasingly polarised debate 
whilst at the same time representing an increasing relevance and significance of national 
politics. Simultaneously the conservative-liberals had begun to lose influence and religious 
groups, motivated by the ‘School Conflict’ and seeking to ‘give their faith a place in politics’ 
began forming their own parties (Blom 1999:402). As such, it was the two most influential 
religious minorities -  the orthodox Protestants and the Roman Catholics who were the “first to 
launch a successful emancipation movement some decades before the working classes began 
to respond to the call of socialism” (Goudsblom 1967:31).
The Netherlands’ first national political party emerged from Orthodox Protestantism, and led by 
Abraham Kuyper the ‘Anti-Revolutionary Party’ (ARP) was formed in 1878. Catholics also 
wanted increased influence in public life and began organising themselves, but it would not be 
until 1926 that they became formally politicised with the formation of the Roman Catholic State 
Party (RKSP). Despite their common political interests in relation to the ‘School Conflict’, 
however. Catholic and Protestant groups held fundamentally different religious views, and as 
discussed below, each also suffered internal theological conflicts.
The 1870s were a significant time in influencing subsequent political and social developments in 
a number of ways. As well as various religious groups beginning to organise their interests, 
seeking to ensure their philosophies would play a significant role in shaping Dutch society, was 
the influence of the liberal bourgeoisie, who, having defeated the conservatives began a drive to 
‘modernise’ the country. Additionally, liberals and religious groups alike increasingly began 
recognising the need to increase the opportunities of the less privileged classes who had 
previously been excluded from the political process. (Blom 1999:403).
Between the 1870s and the First World War a rapid process of industralisation and 
modernisation began, affecting all aspects of Dutch society -  from infrastructure and 
demography through economics, social relations, religion and politics. Although these 
occurrences reflected what had occurred throughout the Western world, “the Netherlands also 
exhibited its own particular characteristics, the most striking of which was the reorganisation of 
traditional religious communities in an age of secularisation and mass politics” (Blom 1999:404).
The foundations of the process of ‘modernisation’ seem to have been partly related to the 
increasing emergence of organisations representing the particular interests of various religious, 
philosophical and ideological factions. Their growth occurred in the context of what was known 
as the ‘Social Question’ -  political debate around how to improve the standard of living of the 
lower classes in light of economic growth -  which was a central issue at the turn of the twentieth
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century. As such, the interests of workers began to be represented, but the noteworthy point is 
that the formation of worker’s unions and associations occurred within the traditional 
Catholic/Protestant/Liberal/Socialist structures, rather than as a homogenous workers 
movement cutting across all four\
Additionally, all four sectors were experiencing internal tension, and gradually factions began 
splitting away. As a result, for example, the Social Democratic Workers Party (SDAP) formed out 
of a dissenting faction of the Social Democratic Alliance (SDB) in 1894 and subsequently radical 
members of the SDAP also split away, forming their own Social Democratic Party in 1909.
Deep divisions also existed in within Dutch Protestantism which in 1886 had resulted in the 
splitting of the Dutch Reformed Church -  the Calvinist orthodoxy functioned as the Reformed 
Churches in the Netherlands whilst Protestants remained with the Reformed Church. In 1906, 
however, orthodox Protestants who had remained with the Dutch Reformed Church also split 
away, forming the Reformed Alliance, whilst the Religious Liberals established the Association 
of Reformed Liberals in 1913. In this context, orthodox Protestantism could not maintain political 
cohesion and in the 1890s had split into two separate parties — a group of Anti-revolutionaries 
disagreed with proposals to extend the vote, and left the party, subsequently merging with a 
number of other groups to become the Christian Historical Union (CHU) in 1908.
As such, from the early 1900s the liberals, having dominated politics and ‘modernised’ state and 
society in the nineteenth century began to be increasingly politically challenged by ‘confessional’ 
and later socialist movements. They too, reorganised themselves and the progressive liberals 
formed the Liberal Democratic Alliance (VDB) in 1901, whilst the more conservative liberals 
became the Free Liberals in 1905.
Alongside these internal frictions and reorganisations, and in light of the modernisation process 
was a growing religious indifference. For example, the 1879 census recorded less than one 
percent of the population claiming to have “no religion”, but this had risen to nearly eight percent 
by 1920 (Blom 1999:409). As such, religious movements strengthened, attempting to reverse 
the secular tide. In this context, the Catholic community also began establishing a range of 
organisations for use by their congregations “designed to improve their standing in society and 
create religious espirit de corps” (Blom 1999:410), and in 1926 the Roman Catholic State Party 
(RKSP) was formed.
 ^ For example, the Roman Catholic People’s Alliance (founded 1888); the Roman Catholic Workers Association 
(founded 1888); the National Workers’ Secretariat (NAS) (founded 1893); Patrimonium, an orthodox Protestant 
workers association (founded in 1876); and the Dutch Reformed Workers (founded 1890).
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As such, the tide had begun to turn. For example in the 1913 election, which occurred after the 
franchise had begun to be extended, fifteen SDAP representatives were elected to parliament, 
preventing the liberals (who had been co-operating despite their differences) and the 
confessionals from attaining a majority (Blom 1999:413). The liberals' traditional dominance thus 
began to weaken, and they offered the SDAP a place in the cabinet, which they refused. 
Subsequently, the ‘School Conflict’ was eventually addressed with the School Law of 1917 
which effectively gave public and private schools equal access to government financing.
A number of additional issues impacted on Dutch politics and society throughout this period, 
including the struggle for franchise which resulted in universal male suffrage in 1917 and female 
in 1919, and which was related to continued debate around the ‘Social Question’. The issue took 
centre stage again, with the progressive liberals leading social reform, but despite significant 
progress, disagreement existed concerning the extent of the state’s practical role in the reforms. 
For example the issue of establishing a universal pension system, which was a vision shared by 
the progressive liberals and socialist groups, was not enacted -  largely because the 
‘confessionals’ wanted networks of social service organisations to be established, thus enabling 
them to form religiously based organisations (Blom 1999:416).
As such, a high degree of diversity and conflict have existed within Dutch society and politics 
throughout its status as an autonomous nation-state, as well as before. However, alongside this 
is an evident ability to maintain socio-political cohesion. Indeed, the crucial point seems to be 
the sense in which the 1848 Constitution, and the nature of subsequent developments, were 
related to the need and desire to ground and maintain an effective, independent nation-state. 
Whilst the various fraction parties had come into existence as a result of theological or 
ideological differences, whatever their ideological position, they all shared a common cause: to 
safeguard the Netherlands’ status as an autonomous nation-state and thus political entity. It was 
therefore a fundamental political necessity to ensure the continuation of a situation in which 
opposing groups and traditions could coexist^.
The ‘School Conflict’, the struggle for Franchise and the ‘Social Question’ had contributed to the 
increasing segmentation of Dutch society as the various factions sought to influence 
proceedings and in this context Dutch society became increasingly segmented, a process which, 
from the 1920s became increasingly formalised.
It should be noted that this ability for a number of groups and traditions to coexist, had also been a 
characteristic of the earlier Dutch Republic (1588-1780) which contained precisianists and libertines within the 
Reformed Church, Protestant dissenters, Jews and Catholics (see van Deursen 1999).
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The Compentmentalisation of the Netherlands : The Zuilen
Throughout the early twentieth century and in the context of political conflict, then, the various 
interest groups increasingly established a range of social institutions -  including schools, trades 
unions, hospitals and universities -  and as such began developing close-knit and easily 
recognisable ‘sub-cultures’. This process of ‘relgious compartmentalisation’ resulted in an 
effective ‘quadpartite’ society (Blom 1999) in which the various sections were referred to as 
zuilen -  ‘pillars’ or ‘blocs’.
“They established their own organisations everywhere to compete with neutral, or 
ostensibly neutral, organisations. These subcultures possessed their own practices, their 
own ethos, and their own variations of the old bourgeois values. Thus Dutch society was 
increasingly divided into four parts, along the old divisions of religion and class” (Blom 
1999:417).
The degree of compartmentalisation was extensive; proliferating much of Dutch social, cultural, 
political and educational life:
“Each bloc has set up a whole array of organisations encompassing every sphere of 
social life. Schools and universities, newspapers, radio and television corporations, trade 
unions, health and welfare agencies, and sports associations are organised on a bloc, or 
religious basis. The nation is deeply divided by religious differences” (Bagley 1973:5).
There is some contention as to exactly how many zuil there were -  for example, the concept of 
compartmentalisation has been variously defined and as such commentators disagree on the 
number of zuilen, the organisation of them and the basis on which a particular group qualifies as 
constituting a zuil (see Bagley 1973; Anderweg & Irwin 1993; Goudsblom 1967; Lijphart 1968). 
However, the most important point is that however blurred they might have been, the zuil 
segregated Dutch society and politics fundamentally along religious lines rather than status 
ones. Figures 6.1. and 6.2. below illustrate the divisions existent within Dutch society at this 
time.
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Figure 6.1. Divisions in Dutch Society
Reiigion/Ciass Political Party
Belonging to a 
religious 
denomination
YES Catholic KVP
Gerefomeerd ARP
Dutch Reformed CHU
NO Working-class PvdA
Middle-class W D
(Source: Anderweg & Irwin 1993:25)
Figure 6.2. The Structure of the Dutch ‘Piiiars’
Cathpiics Protestants Socialists Liberals
Dutch Reform ed Calvinists
Party KVP C H U PvdA W D
Trade Union NK V C N V FN V Som e white collar 
unions
Employers’
organisations
NO W V N O
Broadcasting KRO N C R V V A R A A V R O
Health Care W hite/Yellow
Cross
G range/G reen Cross Green Cross
Schools Catholic Schools Schools ‘with the Bible’ State Schools
Universities Nijmegen,
Tilberg
Free University, Am sterdam State and Municipal Universities
Newspapers V o lkskrant T ro uw (P aro o l), Vrije  
Volk
N ie u w e
R o tte rd a m s c h e
C ouran t,
H a n d le d b la d
(Source: Andenweg & Irwin 1993:30)
As these figures illustrate, both religion and class have played a role in the compartmentalisation 
of Dutch society, and as such it has been referred to as a ‘two-cleavage society’ (Anderweg & 
Irwin 1993:26). However, religion has played the defining role.
For example, not only were social institutions organised on a zuil basis, but interaction between 
their members occurred minimally, if at all -  especially between 1920 and 1960, the period 
described as the ‘heyday of the Netherlands’ pillarised institutions’ (Blom 1999:387). In order to 
illustrate the extent and impact of social and religious compartmentalisation during this period, 
Anderweg & Irwin describe the life of a hypothetical Catholic citizen living in the Netherlands 
during the 1950s:
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“As conversions were extremely rare our citizen’s parents would probably also be 
Catholics. If he or she had been born in a hospital it would have been in the ‘Saint 
Elizabeth Hospital’, or some other appropriately named Catholic hospital. It would not 
have been a ‘Deaconesses Hospital’, which is a common name for a Protestant hospital, 
and neither would it have been an ‘Academic Hospital’, which is where socialist and 
liberal babies were delivered” (1993:27).
From such segregated beginnings they go on to describe how all aspects of social life were 
structured along ‘bloc’ lines, including membership of Trade Unions and Occupational 
Associations, leisure activities, newspaper reading and television watching, school and 
university attendance, marriage partners and funeral arrangements -  as illustrated in Figures 
6.1. and 6.2. above. They also, of course, had a number of political parties to elect from, and 
due to the proportional-representation method of election (see below), their interests were 
represented politically. In this way, then, the political and religious diversity has been practically 
managed.
The ‘politics of accommodation’
The Dutch consensus-based political system has been broadly shaped and directed by a 
number of unwritten principles of governance and the role of the state known as ‘the politics of 
accommodation’ (see Lijphart 1968; Bagley 1967) borne out of the need to manage an 
increasingly pillarised social structure. Although it is not possible or necessary for the thesis to 
consider all these in detail, these principles have come to characterise Dutch politics and 
society, and as such contextualise the policy-making process and further the understanding of 
the Netherlands’ approach to school-based sex education as discussed in Chapter 5.
The School Conflict, Social Question and Franchise issue , as well as encouraging the process 
of social and religious compartmentalisation, served to crystallise the characteristic ‘pattern of 
accommodation’ (Bagley 1967). The First World War had accentuated a feeling that these 
issues should not be allowed to divide or destroy Dutch society, and in this context the ‘politics 
of accommodation’ emerged. Amongst the principles, those which seem to be of most relevance 
to this discussion are the ‘rule of proportionality’; ‘politics as business’; ‘the government’s right to 
govern’; ‘secrecy’; the ‘agreement to disagree’ and the ‘neutralisation of sensitive issues’.
Firstly, the so-called ‘rule of proportionality’. Due to the fragmented nature of Dutch society, in 
order for all minority interests to be fairly represented a system of proportional representation 
characterises Dutch politics, because:
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“a system of election by straightforward majority would mean a parliament dominated by 
the majority forces in society, with minorities inadequately represented” (Bagley 
1973:17).
The system of proportional-representation is clearly linked to the multi-party nature of political 
contestation, which as discussed above, has deeply historical roots, but can be seen to have 
been solidified as compartmentalisation increased — when no one zuil had majority power all 
influences were continually seeking to safe-guard their own follower's interests (Goudsblom 
1967:33). As we have also seen, the principle of proportionality infiltrated many dimensions of 
Dutch society, from the financing of schools and hospitals to government funding of religious 
agencies (Bagley 1973:17).
Related to this is the Dutch conceptualisation of ‘politics as business'. A value derived from its 
long history as a merchant nation, Dutch political elites have been motivated by a desire for 
results rather than strategic ‘game playing’ which characterises, as illustrated below, British 
politics. It is argued that this attitude was responsible for the 1917 political settlement concerning 
the financing of schools and the continuance of the pattern of accommodation (Bagley 1973:18). 
Clearly related is the principle that the government has ‘a right to govern’:
“the government is elected to get a job done, in the business-like tradition of Dutch 
politics. Once a bill is passed by the second chamber, both dissenting members, and the 
dissenting electorate accept it without question, as a rule of law” (Bagley 1973:18).
As such, the lack of political debate and public controversy around such issues can be further 
understood. In addition, in order to successfully negotiate and resolve disagreements within a 
multi-party coalition system, is a certain degree of flexibility, compromise and concession. As 
this is difficult to achieve in the context of a public debate ‘secrecy’ is also a ‘rule of 
accommodation’. Sensitive issues, such as immigration frorn Surinam are in this way 
depoliticised and academics as well as the media have generally remained silent (Bagley 
1973:18).
Perhaps the two most important ‘rules of accommodation’ in terms of our understanding of 
Dutch socio-sexual attitudes and ‘teenage pregnancy’ policy are the ‘agreement to disagree’ and 
the ‘neutralisation of sensitive issues’. It has long been asserted that “the fundamental 
convictions of other blocs must be tolerated, if not respected” (Bagley 1973:18). Ensuring peace 
and safe-guarding the nation-state, by maintaining the existing system has consistently been 
achieved: “all major political problems facing the Dutch during the past century have been 
resolved peacefully and constitutionally” (Bagley 1973:16). Amongst the ways to achieve this
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have undoubtedly been both the ‘agreement to disagree’ and the ‘neutralisation of sensitive 
issues’.
There are many political illustrations of the neutralisation of sensitive issues throughout the 
Netherlands history, including the so-called ‘pacification’ of the School Conflict; the ‘tolerance’ of 
statutorily illegal practices — including cannabis and abortion; as well as the government’s 
intentional depoliticisation of school-based sex education in 1969. The related element in all 
these cases is that the development and functioning of the consensus-based political system 
means that moral and ethical considerations are not allowed to distort technical matters -  
‘politics is business’. As such, issues are presented in terms of whether they are constitutionally 
viable rather than in terms of moral conceptualisations (Bagley 1973:18).
There is debate around exactly how the ‘politics of accommodation’ evolved (see Lijphart 1968; 
Anderweg & Irwin 1993), but the point is that its development and implications are instrumental 
to our appreciation of the functioning of the Dutch policy-making process. As stated by Lijphart:
“these informal, unwritten rules govern the political business in Holland. They may not 
always be scrupulously followed, and because they are stated in general terms, they 
may be subject to different interpretations, but they are sufficiently salient to be regarded 
as the rules of the game. They contribute to the elite’s efforts to govern the divided 
nation” (1968:137).
As such, “there can be no understating of the importance of verzuiling in structuring Dutch 
society up to the second half of the 1960s” (Andeweg & Irwin 1993:32). Since then, however, the 
continued process of secularisation, together with the development of the national economy, has 
resulted in the dissolution of the segregated structures of belief which underlay the 
compartmentalised system (van der Horst 1996:51-53).
The dissolving zuilen
Despite the efforts of religious leaders, throughout the twentieth century religious affiliation in the 
Netherlands declined and the number of Dutch people reporting no religion has risen rapidly 
(Anderweg & Irwin 1993:14). This trend was evident within both the Catholic and Calvinist 
communities, whose congregations began diminishing, especially from younger people (van der 
Horst 1996:66). This reduction in religious affiliation obviously had an effect on the cohesiveness 
and legitimacy of the zuilen, given that their very existence was based on the strength and 
extent of religious diversity.
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However, van der Horst further explains the continuing trend of dissolution in terms of the arrival 
of mass production which resulted in the prices of consumer goods falling and the development 
of a more equal distribution of national wealth (1996:51). Before the average Dutch person had 
the financial means to ‘indulge in unconventional behaviour", the zuil maintained cohesion and 
functioned effectively because “it is not advisable to place yourself outside the rest of the group 
because you might need them one day", and this made “non-conformity a luxury [most 
people]...could not afford” (van der Horst 1996:53). Arguably, then, the zuil remained internally 
homogenous and externally distinct for so long partly because their members did not know, or 
could not risk, anything else. The 1960s, however, with the ‘welfare explosion’ spreading 
throughout Western Europe and the increase in personal income resulting in the ability of 
average families to purchase consumer durables, provided an environment in which members of 
different zuil were for the first time able to see and feasibly attain a different way of life (van der 
Horst 1996:54-55). This, in turn resulted in the growth of wealth and hence individualism:
“ ...people saw the world everyday on their televisions. They could afford a holiday 
abroad. And as their income increased they became more self-aware. Because the 
social organisations worked so well, the people of the Netherlands were able to think 
and act more as individuals, who thought for themselves and were no longer just part of 
the group. This was the paradox of the success of the pillars.’ (van der Horst 1996:56)
But not only were the power and cohesiveness of the zuil beginning to wane, the wider cultural 
values and norms were being eroded as the younger generation began mocking traditional 
values, and, as a result of the widespread availability of the contraceptive pill from 1963, were 
able to express themselves sexually with far less risk (van der Horst 1996:57). Throughout the 
decade, then, “the established powers within the pillars began to lose their grip on the ordinary 
members” (ibid.) and transformed most individual’s perception of belonging to a group:
“their respect for the preacher or priest, and for authority in general, had been delivered 
a heavy blow, as had many other received values and norms of behaviour” (van der 
Horst 1996:74).
It is important to note, however, that “it was not only the actions of self-willed citizens that led to 
the disintegration of the pillars that has taken place since the 1960s. Prominent figures in the 
pillars no longer believed in the hermetically sealed ideological/religious schools of thought that 
had traditionally been the guarantee of unity.” (van der Horst 1996:64-65). The process of zuil 
dissolution, then, was complex and resulted from a number of inter-related social processes, 
however, the principles and functionings of the system remain of influence.
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As such, a number of key religious, social, economic and geographical characteristics have 
contributed to understanding how and why the Dutch government intentionally depoliticised the 
issue of school-based sex education in 1969 and the subsequent wider attitude to this and 
related issues which has developed in the Netherlands. As this Chapter now goes on to 
illustrate, the consensual nature of the political system and the policy-making process in the 
Netherlands represents the key difference in comparison to England and Wales.
6.2. The British adversarial system
There are a number of pertinent differences in the way the British political system functions 
which are crucial to this comparison, and which are clearly related to the two counties' 
respective historical development. Whereas the Dutch political system is characterised by 
consensus, the British system is inherently adversarial -  operating an essentially two-party 
majoritarian form of governance.
The differences in the respective political structures and functioning can be seen to be related to 
a number of religious, social, geographical and industrial factors, each of which are discussed 
below. The most fundamental difference, however, can clearly be seen to be the relative 
influence of religion and social stratification on society and politics.
Additionally is the contrasting sense in which the modern Dutch system is seen to have been 
‘created’ whereas its British counterpart has evolved more gradually -  in which changes have 
been subject to convention. As such, the roots of the British system can be seen to have a 
longer history, and together with the fact that there has not been the same ‘need’ to establish a 
written constitution in which to ground principles of governance, has resulted in the contrasting 
adversarial political system.
Relative religious homogeneity
As discussed above, religious diversity and conflict can be seen to be the defining historical 
characteristic of Dutch society and politics; fundamentally influencing the development of a 
consensus-based political system in which members of parliament are elected by means of 
proportional representation and decisions are necessarily based on reaching agreement.
In contrast, Britain has been more religiously homogenous since its Jewish and Catholic 
populations had not really recovered after the Jewish persecutions and reformation of the 1600s. 
Although there remained non-Protestant populations, these were never of any particular size, or 
organised in any way to present a threat or alternative to the dominant political groups. As such 
the main cleavage in British society has historically been around class distinctions rather than 
religious diversity and conflict.
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The roots of the British adversarial system -  pre-industrial social structures
The roots of the British adversarial political system therefore, can clearly be traced to the 
historical stratification of society in which land ownership was the key defining characteristic. As 
such, British society and politics has been historically defined by a dichotomy based along status 
and ‘class’ lines. The origins of this lie in the relevance of land and land-ownership as a means 
to power in pre-industrial British society. As Laslett describes, land-ownership concentrated 
social, economic and political influence amongst a small minority of elites:
“The term gentleman marked the boundary at which the traditional social system divided 
up the population into two extremely unequal sections. About a twenty-fifth, at most a 
twentieth, of all the people alive in England of the Tudors and Stuarts, the last 
generations before the coming of industry, belonged to the gentry and to those above 
them in the social hierarchy. This tiny majority owned a third, or even up to a half of all 
the land in the country, and an even greater proportion of all the wealth. They wielded 
the power and made all the decisions, political, economic and social for the nation 
whole” (Laslett 1994:27).
As such the feudal system in which power and influence was concentrated amongst the landed 
nobility is the historical basis from which the contemporary system has evolved. In this context 
the constituency electoral system -  initially based on land-ownership -  developed. Historically 
this system served to simultaneously marginalise the influence of minority political interests, 
thereby ensuring political power remained restricted to the higher echelons of society.
In this context two dominant political parties contested political power -  the Tories, who were 
Royalists representing the rural upper classes, and the Whigs who were the rising urban liberal 
bourgeoisie and parliamentarians. As such, until 1832 when reforms to the parliamentary system 
began, Britain was effectively governed by the nobility through alternating Whig and Tory 
governments (see Davies 1999).
Electoral reforms enacted through the Parliamentary Reform Acts of 1832, 1867 and 1884, 
restructured representation in Parliament in a number of ways — for example, by reforming the 
constituency-based electoral system by removing so-called ‘rotten boroughs’ and beginning the 
process of extending suffrage^ (Morgan 1993:700; Avril 1995:211). However:
“In Britain the representative system of government came together in a form of 
participation in the exercise of the powers of the...House of Lords and the elected
 ^Full suffrage for over 18s was achieved in 1969.
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representatives of the boroughs and counties (House of Commons). The purpose of this 
association lay more in upholding the monarch's government than in challenging i f  (Avril 
1995:216).
As such, increasing representation was framed by the desire to legitimate and consolidate the 
political power of parliament and to be seen to be accountable rather than to transfer actual 
political influence to citizens. As such, despite increasing modernisation and démocratisation, 
the political system has always been inherently adversarial -  in which opposing political opinion 
and ideology has framed debate and structured the essentially two-party political system. 
Indeed, the fundamental changes to society, economy and politics which the ‘industrial 
revolution’ precipitated, whilst altering the perameters of political debate and contest, did not 
significantly alter the structure or functioning of the system.
As discussed above, the Netherlands is a small nation. On the edge of the European continent 
with a relatively short history as a cohesive and autonomous nation-state. Its location on an 
important crossroads -  not only where 3 important rivers meet the sea, but also where the 
dominant European Franco-, Anglo- and Germanic cultures converge -  has meant that the 
Netherlands has always had to be relatively outward facing in its perspective and interactions. In 
this context it developed a strong merchant and trading tradition, which served to weaken the 
influence of the nobility and together with a relative lack of natural resources meant the process 
of industrialisation was not as far-reaching as was the case in Britain.
Indeed, being an island off the coast of the continent, Britain has been much more insular. It has 
avoided many of the direct military threats through having the sea as a natural defence and 
instead has been able to concentrate its resources on building up its own industrial, merchant 
and political strength.
The impact of the industrial revolution
The process of industrialisation and urbanisation had a profound impact on British society. 
However, although the rise of the workers movement and the establishment and increasing 
influence of the Labour party altered the political scene fundamentally, the political process has 
remained inherently adversarial.
The industrial revolution and consequent urbanisation brought together the ‘workers’ for the first 
time, both geographically and socially. Previously they had been spread out across the country, 
working the land owned by the nobility. Mechanisation and mass production demanded large 
amounts of labour around the factories and mills which concentrated the working classes 
together in their new urban environment. The sheer volume of numbers of people grouped
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together meant that for the first time the ‘working classes’ had a base from which to mobilise and 
influence the political process.
As such, the scene altered at the beginning of the twentieth century; initially illustrated by the 
British Liberal Party — the descendants of the Whigs and the predecessors of the current Social 
and Liberal Democrats -  who acted as the de facto working class party, championing social 
reform whilst in government between 1905 and 1922. However, the rise of the Labour 
Representation Committee (founded in 1900) sought direct representatives of the industrial 
working class to be elected to parliament. After demonstrating its mandate in the 1906 general 
election, it changed its name to the Labour Party and subsequently formed its first government 
in 1924.
Around the turn of the twentieth century, therefore, three parties existed with the potential of 
forming a government (the present Conservative Party descends from the Tories, who in 1912 
merged with the Liberal Unionists and became the Conservative and Unionist Party, which 
remains their official title). However, despite the effect that the workers movement can be seen 
to have had on political agendas, representations and parties, the system again settled down so 
that throughout the majority of the twentieth century governance has been essentially contested 
between two parties -  the Conservatives and the (New) Labour Party. The Liberals began 
loosing influence from the 1920s since when they have never held sufficient seats in parliament 
to have any real political sway.
As such, while the parameters of political discourse altered, the structures and basic functioning 
of the system and the adversarial process have remained. As such, “the rule of the gentry is the 
basic fact in modern English life, and one which has exerted and exerts a profound influence not 
only on the Constitution but on national character and life” (Dibelius 1934:21).
6.3. Summary and Discussion
The starting-point for this Chapter was that the issue of school-based sex education had been 
approached very differently in the Netherlands and England and Wales over the last 30 years. 
The key differences related to the level of government intervention in the area, and the wider 
socio-political climate in which developments took place. As illustrated by Chapter 5, successive 
British governments have intervened frequently and been particularly prescriptive and 
‘moralistic’ when doing so, whereas since the Dutch government effectively depoliticised the 
issue in the late 1960s, it has almost entirely refrained from directly intervening. Alongside an 
‘open’ and ‘tolerant’ climate around issues relating to sexuality generally, and particularly the 
sexuality and sexual behaviour of young people has evolved in the Netherlands, whereas these 
issues remain highly controversial and politically and publicly contested in England and Wales.
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The comparison of the historical development, structuring and functioning of the respective 
political systems (Sections 6.1.& 6.2) has contributed to the understanding of how these 
fundamental differences have come about -  illustrating various characteristics of the contrasting 
consensus-based and adversarial systems to contribute to understanding the respective 
approaches to school-based sex education.
Several inter-related implications of these contrasting political systems can be seen to operate 
on a number of levels -  particularly in terms of the nature of debate and the process of policy­
making. These elements are inherently linked, operating in unison and reflecting and reinforcing 
one another. As such the process is in both cases cyclical and self-perpetuating rather than 
linear or directly causal.
The crux, however, seems to be the extent to which political power is shared or centralised, and 
the resultant effect on the policy-making process. In the Netherlands, the multi-party coalition 
structure, based on the principle of proportional-representation and rooted in religious diversity 
and conflict, results in shared power amongst different political parties (and therefore 
philosophical positions). As a result decision-making is necessarily the result of reaching 
agreement amongst a range of stand-points.
In contrast, the British two-party, first-past-the-post system means that the political party with a 
parliamentary majority can effectively exclude opposition political parties from the policy-making 
process, and as such there is a tendency to retain power at the centre of the governmental 
structure. As such, policies have been potentially subject to change with the prevailing party's 
ideology, and hence there has been less stability and longevity around the way particular issues 
are politically handled.
The nature of political debates, and the wider climate in which they take place are also related to 
the extent to which political power is shared or centralised. In light of the conflictual nature of the 
British political system, where political parties seek to regain or maintain as much political power 
as possible, debates have tended to be fairly polarised as well as ideological, often 
characterised by political point-scoring.
By virtue that the role of the opposition party is to oppose, one of their functions is to argue and 
demonstrate how the government of the day is failing in its manifesto promises or to deliver on a 
particular issue. Policy has therefore historically been developed and implemented within a 
much more publicly contested environment than has been the case in the Netherlands. As 
illustrated by the newspaper extracts discussed in Chapter 5, this is evident in the political and
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media interest in the issue of ‘teenage pregnancy’ in the late 90s as the comparative rates with 
other EU countries were highlighted and the policy was placed under the spotlight. As such, 
opposing arguments are not necessarily resolved and policy may only be implemented within 
the context that it may be reversed, revoked or amended after the opposing party has been 
returned to power.
In contrast, both the constitutional principles relating to the freedom of religion and education 
and the ‘politics of accommodation’ clearly underlie the Dutch government’s intentional 
depoliticisation of school-based sex education and the sense in which the (sexual) behaviour of 
young people is more openly discussed and tolerated in the Netherlands. The principles of 
‘politics as business’, ‘secrecy’, and the ‘neutralisation of sensitive issues’ have clearly impacted 
on the nature of public and political debate around school-based sex education and young 
people’s sexuality.
In addition, the sense in which responsibility for school-based sex education was devolved in the 
Netherlands places the role and impact of independent organisations’ activities in context. As 
such, there can clearly be seen to have been more room for links between research and practice 
— for example between the Rutgers Stichting and NISSO" .^ The professional community has 
been charged with responsibility for policy-making, which can be seen to have been evidence- 
based.
It seems, therefore, that the nature of the respective political systems, are both rooted in and to 
a certain extent perpetuate very different political and social climates, which can be seen to have 
influenced the way each country has approached the issue of school-based sex education and 
‘teenage pregnancy’ over the last 40 years. Having tracked the development of school-based 
sex education in the Netherlands and England and Wales (Chapter 5) and presented a 
comparative interpretation of the socio-political roots and implications of the identified 
differences (Chapter 6), the remainder of the thesis moves the discussion forward. It first 
focuses on the provision, experience and evaluation of school-based sex education in practice 
(Chapter 7), illustrating how the wider socio-political climates can be seen to filter down to the 
local level. The thesis then concludes by drawing the different aspects together, with a focus 
towards identifying practically applicable ‘lessons’ which can be drawn from the Netherlands’ 
experience (Chapter 8).
The Dutch Institute for Socio-sexual Research
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
SCHOOL-BASED SEX EDUCATION IN PRACTICE
TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES, MATERIALS USED AND THE EXPERIENCE 
AND EVALUATION OF YOUNG PEOPLE
This Chapter explores the provision of school-based sex education in the Netherlands and England & 
Wales in practice by presenting the findings from the primary data collected from the schools and young 
people involved in this phase of the research. It illustrates that the respective wider socio-political 
contexts as discussed in the previous Chapters filter down to the classroom, thereby affecting provision 
in practice. Section 7.1. compares the provision of sex education in one school from each country, 
considering the teacher’s perspectives and the methods and materials used, relating these findings to 
respective policy and politics. In particular, the methodological issues encountered illustrate that there 
may be a heightened sense that discussing issues such as oral sex and (mutual) masturbation with 
young people (especially those under 16) is corruptive in England & Wales than is the case in the 
Netherlands. Similarly, the emphasis of the sex education which was provided by the two schools 
suggests that, in line with national policy, in England & Wales the focus is primarily preventative, 
whereas in the Netherlands it was found to be more holistic and framed by the self-defined needs of the 
pupils, rather than adult or government perceptions.
Section 7.2. returns the focus to that of young people, presenting the primary data collected from young 
people living in each country concerning their experience and evaluation of school-based sex 
education. It illustrates that those living in England & Wales felt more dissatisfied with the school-based 
sex education they had received but that for many of them this was their main source of information. As 
such, the more constrained environment in which young people in England & Wales grow up in can be 
seen to have restricted the way they learn about sexuality and related issues when seen in comparison 
with that experienced by many of the respondents living in the Netherlands. The Chapter concludes 
with a summary and discussion of the data presented, pulling out the main differences identified and 
discussing how they relate to the national situation in the respective countries (Section 7.3.).
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7.1. The provision of school-based sex education at the local level
Despite the failure to gain a broad insight into different schools’ provision of sex education (see Chapter 
3), the findings from the two schools which did take part, although not necessarily representative of the 
situation in each country more generally, do illustrate some pertinent differences in the provision of 
school-based sex education in practice. As such, this data offers an insight into the way the respective 
national climate may impact upon the local provision of school-based seX education in each country. 
This section, therefore, first considers the provision of school-based sex education within the subject of 
Biology at the Dutch school which took part in the research, focusing on the teacher’s perspective and 
the materials and teaching methods used. This is followed by a comparative discussion of the provision 
of school-based sex education within the subject of PSE at the English school which took part, 
illustrating specifically how the obstacles involved in collecting data from the school in themselves 
reflect the wider national climate as discussed in Chapter 5.
The Provision of Sex Education within Biology at a school in Central Netherlands
The teacher interviewed taught Biology at the school from which the majority of the Dutch respondents 
who took part in the one-to-one interviews were recruited^ In line with the relative lack of centralised 
regulation and standardisation of school-based sexual education in the Netherlands, the school’s 
provision of information relating to sex(uality), contraception and related issues was determined at the 
school level and was provided through Biology and Verzorging^ lessons. However, as well as there 
being no national policy with regard to school-based sex education, this particular school also had no 
explicitly defined sexual education policy, and as such there was little if any co-ordination about what 
was taught in the two subjects.
Indeed, the interviewee saw this lack of co-ordination as a negative aspect of the school’s provision, 
describing it to be one of his ‘frustrations’:
“There is no real policy, certainly not, and that is also one of my frustrations really, well, 
frustration is a big word, but I really think that the subject Biology and Verzorging should sit 
round the table together sometime, all the department members to develop a good 
programme...I know more or less what is in the Verzorging book, and yes, you keep to the 
methods as they are, but when it comes down to it what I cover at a specific time, and what the 
Ve/zorg/ng teacher covers...well, you do your thing, and that is not really organised explicitly, so
 ^ See Appendix 1 page 202 for the interview schedule, and refer to Chapter 3 for the broader methodological issues involved in this 
stage of the research.
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from my point of view we still need to do that at some point, there isn't really a policy” (Dutch 
Biology Teacher, my translation).
When asked whether he thought this was characteristic of many Dutch schools, he went on to describe 
how the basic curriculum works in practice, commenting that there were elements of sexuality which all 
schools were required to teach, as covered in the basic core curriculum, but that apart from these basic 
elements, individual schools determine the content and delivery:
“...it depends on the school, and the individual teachers how it actually happens, it is really not 
the case that the Inspection looks at what you do, as far as I know anyway, I mean I've never 
had a conversation with the Inspectors about it anyway” (Dutch Biology Teacher, my 
translation).
As such, the specific content of different subjects, including Biology and Verzorging had not been 
externally inspected at any point in his memory as a teacher and therefore, schools indeed have 
exclusive control over the content of different subjects, beyond the basic standards and attainment 
targets as introduced in the mid-1990s.
This Biology teacher, then, would welcome more co-ordination within the school with regard to the 
provision of sexual education, but believed that one of the reasons this had not happened was because 
of the high turn-over of Verzorging teachers at the school in recent years. This was also the reason why 
the current Verzorging teacher was not interviewed for this research -  she had only joined the school a 
few weeks previously and therefore had not begun teaching issues to do with sexuality and 
contraception yet. However, in terms of a national sexual education policy, the interviewee was not sure 
that this was necessary, for example:
“I think that these days in schools, because there are so many organisations sending different 
materials to schools, all kinds of organisations, like Organon^, the Rutgers Stichting, the 
GG&GD" ,^ and others...I think that these days so many methods and materials are sent, that, as 
a Biology teacher, or a Verzorging teacher, you have to be really backward if you don’t do 
anything about it, yes, I mean, it’s also a subject which is enjoyable to teach, whereas in the
g ‘Care’, one of the 15 core compulsory subjects in the Secondary Curriculum (see Chapter 5, p i 00).
Organon is a Dutch pharmaceutical company who manufacture various forms of contraception. See 
http://www.oraanon.nl/authfiles/index.asD 
The Gemeentelijke Geneeskundige en Gezondheidsdienst (GG&GD) is the ‘Municpal Medical and Health Service’.
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past there were people who thought about it differently...but now, in this country, it is taught a 
lot in all Dutch schools, even the Catholic ones now, too” (Dutch Biology Teacher, my 
translation).
As such, in general he thought that Dutch schools’ provision of sexual education was essentially ‘good 
enough as it was and that therefore there was not really a need to have any externally or centrally 
defined policy. He went on to comment that it would also be difficult for the government to develop a 
national policy for school-based sexual education as there were so many different kinds and levels of 
schools, and therefore it would be unworkable in practice.
In terms of the content of the sexual education he provided students through Biology, the description he 
gave of the general principles, the topics covered and the teaching methods employed, together with 
the materials he showed me suggest that the emphasis is on an open, frank and holistic approach to 
the issues. For example, the content and way in which he provides sexual education within biology 
lessons has developed over his 7 years at the school from a combination of materials and programmes 
he has been sent by various organisations; in response to his own observations of what the young 
people he teaches are going through emotionally and sexually; and in response to the issues they want 
to discuss when asked, for example:
“Well, I notice that at the end of the first year [pupils aged 11-12], they are starting puberty, and 
you also see some of them starting to form relationships, in any case there is enormous interest 
for the opposite sex, so then I usually spend two or three lessons on puberty, and then in the 
second year that gets taught as one of the Chapters in the [Biology] book, so that gets attention 
like any other Chapter, and we discuss it, and then the end of the second year is when they go 
in their own way, they choose their subjects, so that’s the last time you have all of them 
together...after that if they don’t chose to do Biology or Verzorging, like a lot of the boys don’t, 
they won’t get any more on sexuality and things, not in lessons anyway...” (Dutch Biology 
Teacher, my translation).
As such, it is clear that he is receptive to the needs of the pupils he teaches, and makes a point of 
ensuring that they have a grounding in the issues before they have the choice to drop either of the 
subjects where sex(uality) and related issues are elements of the curriculum. Because many pupils may 
make these choices fairly early, the lack of centralised direction concerning the provision of school-
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based sex education may result in inconsistency of provision generally. However, as seen in this 
school’s case, it may also be one of the reasons why pupils in the Netherlands tend to be introduced to 
issues relating to sexuality at an ‘early’ age in comparison to England & Wales. In any case, because 
pupils at this school (VMBO -  pre-vocational secondary education) make these choices fairly early, the 
remainder of this section considers some of the content of the sexual education elements of Biology 
which are taught at this school in the compulsory first and second years.
One of the first lessons the Dutch Biology teacher teaches in the First Year concerns ‘how do you 
actually talk about sex?’ and comprises a student-led exploration of how to talk about the issues without 
embarrassing people. To introduce the issues he uses parts of a sexual education programme which 
had been sent to him and which he has been using for several years -  as he puts it “it’s a question list, 
and I was sent it years and years ago, so its quite old, but I still use it because it’s so good”.
The lesson is about ‘sex and language’ and aims to introduce pupils to talking about relationships and 
sexuality, making clear what sexually-related words they know, how they use different words and the 
words which are appropriate to use in lessons. As such it explores the different ways different people, 
including boys, girls and parents talk about relationships and sex. The class is split into small groups 
(which may be variously mixed or gender-specific) and the groups are asked to come up with as many 
different words as possible for ‘breasts’, ‘vagina’, ‘penis’ and ‘sexual intercourse’. When they have done 
so the class comes back together to look at each group’s words and they then discuss what is 
interesting about the words — for example, that there are more words for penis than vagina, that most of 
the words are ‘swear’ words, that the boys generally use ‘dirtier’ words than the girls, that there are very 
few words for ‘sexual intercourse’ etc. They are then asked to discuss which words are appropriate to 
use when talking to different people, for example, words they would use with friends, boy/girl friends, 
parents, doctors, and which words they think are ‘dirty’ or ‘normal’ etc. Other aspects of discussion 
include what different ethnic groups or nationalities might think about these words and sex and 
relationships in general.
Another lesson used early on in the first year Biology classes to promote discussion of a range of 
issues to do with sex, sexuality and relationships is presented in Figure 7.1. Pupils are asked to read 
the statements and decide whether they agree or disagree with them, or whether they are true or false.
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Figure 7.1. Examples of ‘RIchtvragen’ used in the Dutch school
AGREE/DISAGREE
1. Only boys can reach an orgasm when having sex.
2. You only go to bed with someone if you have serious wedding 
plans with them.
3. Boys are more interested in sex than girls.
4. I f  a girl accepts a drink from a boy at, for example a disco, 
she is more or less obliged to have sex with him
5. You have to learn how to have sex.
6. Boys often find it harder to talk 'normally' about sex than girls.
7. Boys and girls masturbate as much as each other.
8. Boys exaggerate more often about their sexual experience 
than girls.
9. I f  women are in love with other women, or a boy is in love with 
another boy, it is a disease.
10. An internal examination is best done by a female doctor.
11. if you have a sexual disease, its best not to tell anyone.
12. As soon as you start going out with someone, your other 
friendships fall by the wayside.
TRUE/FALSE
1. A girl can get pregnant the first time she has sexual intercourse.
2. Boys can only make a child if they have an orgasm.
3. Women can only orgasm if a man's penis is in her vagina.
4. I f  a woman washes herself well with soap after having sex, she
won't get pregnant.
5. Sexual diseases get better by themselves.
6. The COG is an organisation for homosexuals which works in 
their interests.
7. You can tell by looking at someone if they're homosexual or lesbian.
8. The mini-pill is smaller, but stronger than the normal pill, therefore 
you only have to take it once a month.
9. I t  is possible that you have a sexual disease without knowing 
anything about it.
10. You can get information about sex and help with sexual problems 
from the Rutgers Stichting.
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
agree/disagree
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
true/false
These two lessons clearly illustrate that the approach is exploratory, interactive and holistic. There are 
almost no issues which are not discussed, indeed as the Biology teacher commented, the only issue he 
does not address explicitly is pornography:
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“1 don’t really give much attention to pornography, there is so much on TV that I don’t think it’s 
really needed to discuss, they can see it themselves...I do get questions about it though, and if 
that happens then we discuss it, but it’s not a topic which I cover in detail, like the other ones” 
(Dutch Biology Teacher, my translation).
However, issues including the prevention of pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections and diseases, 
relationships, orgasm, masturbation etc. are all explicitly addressed and discussed, both in these 
introductory lessons when pupils are aged 11-13, and in the more formal Biology lessons when they 
work through their text books, reading information and answering questions.
There are a number of different Biology text books available for use in Dutch schools, but one of the 
most popular is "Biology for You’, which this informant claimed was used by around 60% of Dutch 
schools. As the excerpts presented in Appendix 2 page 217 illustrate, the issues of reproduction, 
homosexuality, fertility, pregnancy, and birth are discussed in this text book frankly and are well- 
illustrated by diagrams and photographs. For example, in the section concerning male reproductive 
organs, as well as diagrams labelling the various organs is a diagram of an erect penis and a 
photograph of a circumcised penis. In the section concerning changes in puberty there is a discussion 
about becoming sexually aware in which it is stated that “most people feel strongly attracted to people 
of the opposite sex...There are also people who feel strongly attracted to people of the same sex” 
(Landelijk Pedagogische Centre 1996:125). As such, discussion of homosexuality and lesbianism is 
discussed openly and supported by photographs of couples and clarification of the root of various 
colloquial terms often used to describe them.
As such, it is clear that the ‘open’ climate around issues relating to sexuality generally and school-based 
sex education specifically is clearly reflected by the Dutch teacher’s holistic and interactive approach 
towards the school’s provision and in the diverse materials used. As discussed below the controversial 
and politicised climate found in England & Wales can also be seen to have influenced provision in 
practice, but equally as important is the sense in which it clearly affected the research process itself.
The Provision of Sex Education within PSE at a school in the South of England
As mentioned in Chapter 3, a number of obstacles related to schools’ and parents’ perceptions of the 
appropriateness of questioning pupils about their sexual behaviour were encountered in accessing 
schools and young people to take part in this phase of the research. The result of these obstacles was 
that it was only possible to collect a limited amount of comparable data from the English school which 
did take part. For example, examples of teaching materials used within PSE at this school were not
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obtained and as such, it is not possible to directly compare this aspect of school-based sex education 
with the data presented above.
Nevertheless, the obstacles encountered in themselves offer a striking insight into the impact of the 
wider politicised climate concerning the sexuality and sexual behaviour of young people in England & 
Wales as discussed in Chapter 5, illustrating the existence of concerns relating to the appropriateness 
of discussing certain issues with young people. As such, this section first considers the nature and 
implications of the obstacles encountered, then goes on to contrast the provision of PSE at this school 
to that in Biology at the Dutch school, where possible.
‘The questions are not appropriate to our students’
A Catholic secondary school was approached to take part in order to compare its provision of sex 
education with schools in the state sector. After an initial approach letter a meeting took place with the 
Religious Education teacher who was primarily responsible for teaching sex education at the school. 
One of the most interesting points about this meeting was that this teacher was as interested in my 
personal religious beliefs and opinions about the research topic as he was about the purpose and 
nature of the research and the interview schedule. He asked whether I had been to a faith school, what 
my religious beliefs were and what I thought about the “frightening lack of moral underpinning” which 
accompanies the media’s portrayal of sex and sexuality. Although I was honest in my answers to these 
questions it was clear that he was looking for me to share his views and became increasingly cautious 
about the research when it became evident that this was not necessarily the case.
Nevertheless, he agreed to look at the interview schedule and then decide whether the school would 
take part. Subsequent to this meeting I was anticipating that he would decline, however, the reasoning 
behind the refusal, when it came, was particularly interesting. When I asked him to elaborate on the 
reasons the school was not prepared to take part he expressed five core concerns:
• It is not appropriate to ask students the questions I proposed as they are too intrusive;
• The build-up questions in the earlier sections of the interview schedule do not reflect the cross- 
section of the clientele of the school in terms of moral values and family life;
• The final section (about sexual behaviour and experience) was too hard-hitting and therefore 
inappropriate to the students;
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• Despite assurances that tapes would be destroyed and full anonymity for the school and 
confidentiality for respondents, he was concerned about the interviews being tape-recorded as this 
raised issues of child protection;
• These feelings were his ‘gut-reactions’ to the proposed interviews and he had therefore passed the 
interview schedule to the Head Teacher, who had corroborated his concerns, and agreed that the 
school would not participate.
Throughout the conversation he reiterated that the research was “not appropriate for students at this 
school”, and still refused to take part if the questions about sexual behaviour and experience were 
omitted. He suggested that I approach state-maintained schools as he thought that other faith schools 
would share his feelings. As such this teacher seems to have been disassociating the school and its 
pupils from the research topic, the implication being that the questions were inappropriate for the 
students because they are not concerned with or affected by the issues; i.e. they are not in sexual 
relationships.
‘Intrusive and inappropriate questions’
One (state-maintained) school located in south England agreed to take part in the research. However, 
after five students had been interviewed the PSHE teacher informed me I could no longer continue with 
the research as she had received a complaint from the mother of one of the respondents. This mother 
had complained because her son had been asked about oral sex, which she thought was “totally 
inappropriate”.
From the conversation which ensued, it became clear that again concerns revolved partly around child 
protection issues; whilst it was acceptable to ask the question ‘have you had sexual intercourse’, it was 
not considered appropriate to explore this topic any further and certainly not to ask about non- 
penetrative sexual activities such as oral sex or (mutual) masturbation. These questions were 
considered “too intrusive ” for 15 and 16 year olds as they would put pupils in a position where they 
“would not be able to refuse to answer because the school and parents had consented to the research”. 
As such, pupils were seen to be incapable of asserting themselves within the interview setting; i.e. they 
would not be able to refuse to answer a question. This seemed to be related to the perceived ‘intrusive’ 
nature of the questions and the age of the respondents.
There are several interesting points here. Firstly, in all the interviews I have ever conducted with young 
people they have been repeatedly assured of their rights to anonymity and confidentiality, and that they
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do not have to answer any questions if, for whatever reason, they do not want to. These assurances are 
made before the interview commences, when respondents are asked to read and sign a consent form 
and again before the questions concerning sexual behaviour and experience commence. Additionally, if 
at any point in the interview I perceive the respondent to feel in any way uncomfortable I again reassure 
them they do not have to answer the question and them that if they do, the information they provide me 
with will remain totally confidential.
Secondly, whilst in general very few respondents have expressed any concern with the interview, a 
number have declined to answer some of the more personal questions. As such, the assertion that 
young people are put in a difficult position within the interview setting and therefore would find it difficult 
or be unable to refuse to answer, seems to be an over-reaction in relation to my experience of 
interviewing over fifty young people about these issues for various research projects over the last five 
years. In fact, I have found that young people are often surprisingly open and detailed in their 
responses.
Despite explaining these experiences, I was not permitted to continue with the research at the school 
unless I removed all the questions relating to sexual behaviour and experience, and was only permitted 
to carry-out the remaining interviews which had already been organised. Indeed, in response to my 
assurances and experiences I was told “you are not a teacher, so you might not know that these 
questions are inappropriate to ask students, but they are, they are totally inappropriate...if I had known 
you were going to ask them, I would never have allowed you to do the research”. Although this teacher 
had indeed not seen the interview schedule, we had had a detailed discussion about the research in 
which I had clearly stated that one section concerned respondents’ sexual behaviour and experience, 
and had offered to provide her with the interview schedule, which she had not considered necessary as 
the research was not going to take place on the school premises (all interviews bar one were conducted 
at respondents’ homes).
One particularly interesting point here is that it was deemed appropriate to ask if they had experienced 
penetrative sexual intercourse, but not any other forms of sexual activity. This clearly raises issues 
surrounding the perceived intimacy of particular sexual activities, and the extent to which they are 
normalised. Firstly, it is interesting that it was considered acceptable to ask pupils, some of which were 
under the legal age of consent for heterosexual intercourse, whether they had experienced sexual 
intercourse, whereas it was not considered acceptable to ask them about sexual activities which are not 
subject to any formal age limitation, activities which are less likely to result in unintended pregnancy and
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STI infection. This suggests that these activities -  notably, oral sex and (mutual) masturbation -  are 
perceived in some way to be more intimate than penetrative sexual intercourse; asking respondents 
about these activities will put them in a “difficult and uncomfortable position”. The implication is clearly 
that these activities are not as normalised as penetrative sexual intercourse; young people will not feel 
comfortable discussing them, and should therefore not be put in the position where they feel they are 
required to do so.
The PSE Teacher’s perspective
Despite the problems encountered with conducting the research with this school the Head of PSE was 
interviewed about the school’s provision of sex education. In terms of the school’s sex education policy, 
this was drawn up several years previous, and “needs updating”. Unfortunately, she could not find a 
copy for me to look at, but said it had been developed subsequent to an evening meeting with parents 
concerning the school’s curriculum generally, one element of which had been the sex education policy. 
There was, however, no regular consultation with parents concerning sex education. She outlined the 
school’s basic sex education philosophy as follows:
“We aren’t in the business of telling the children what to do, or what not to do, but to discuss the 
issues, to help them, armed with the appropriate information, to make informed decisions, which 
is always done within the context of loving relationships” (English PSE Teacher).
As such, this philosophy closely correlates with the guidance published by the government. Indeed, 
when asked about the new SRE Guidance, she stated that “I do like the tone of the new guidance... but 
there is nothing in it which we don’t aiready do”. As such, she asserted that the new guidance posed no 
issues the school as they had already been clear about sex education provision. As an example of this, 
she noted that the issue of Section 28 (which is clarified in the guidance) had always been ignored by 
the school in any case; they had been discussing homosexuality for the last 10 years.
Unfortunately, whereas the Dutch teacher provided me with a variety of examples of the materials used 
in Biology, the English interviewee did not have any such examples “to hand” for me to look at. Given 
the problems associated with conducting the research at this school, it was decided not to pursue this 
issue by repeatedly requesting access to such materials. This was based on the knowledge that the 
teacher had been put in a difficult situation as a result of the research and, having been advised by a 
colleague that she should not have agreed to take part in the first place, and should sever all links
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following the parental complaint, was putting herself on the line to a certain extent by agreeing to go 
ahead with the interview. As such, it was not deemed appropriate to push the issue of viewing materials 
as I did not want to further alienate her. As such, the data collected from this school is neither as 
detailed as that collected from the Dutch school, nor directly comparable with it.
In terms of the content of sex education provided in PSE lessons, the English teacher repeatedly 
claimed that there were no topics the school did not cover, commenting when asked about this: “well, 
we don't talk about sex with animals”. Her irony here was interesting in the context that she was fairly 
cagey throughout the interview and was particularly defensive about the school's provision of sex 
education. Although the reasons for this were unclear, it may have been related to the complaint, which 
had clearly put her in a difficult position; having been told by another teacher she should not have 
agreed to take part in the first place. Nonetheless, she outlined the topics covered throughout the 
school as follows:
Year 7: Puberty and general questions about bodies -  biological focus
Year 8: Body image, self-esteem, friendship/family
Year 9: Decision-making (sexuality/sex), sexual relationships, going out, saying 'no',
assertiveness, contraception, teenage pregnancy, and a little about STIs and 
HIV/AIDS
Year 10: Relationships (more serious), less emphasis on the facts, more emphasis on the
feelings
Year 11 : STIs, HIV/AIDS, sexuality
It is clear, therefore that the school's provision of sex education is fairly wide-ranging and holistic, 
covering not only a range of topics but also with some emphasis on developing negotiation skills. This 
approach is also reflected in the range of teaching methods employed - including videos (one of which, 
shown in Year 11 is a “fairly explicit” Canadian cartoon which is “essentially about how to be a good 
lover and talks about sex not exclusively being penetrative; so it talks about orgasms and foreplay as 
well”); small group discussions, role-play and some outside visits from a local young person's clinic and 
Women’s Refuge. Despite the wide range of topics covered, the main emphasis is preventative:
“We talk a lot about STIs and safe sex as the main dangers...there is a lot of evidence of unsafe
sex within the school, the pupils tell me, which is why the dangers are the main emphasis”
(English PSE Teacher)
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In terms of curriculum location, one hour a week is allocated to PSE lessons, some of which cover sex 
education. As such, each year group receives between four and twelve hours of sex education per 
academic year, which is provided by ‘specialist team ieaders' all of whom have received specific sex 
education training. Those teachers who express reluctance to teach sex education are not required to 
do so, and she commented that there were several teachers who felt ‘ill-equipped’ to teach these topics. 
Another interesting point to note, is that no written work is undertaken within PSE, other than 
worksheets which are used as prompts for discussion.
From the primary data collected for this phase of the research, it is clear that the methodological 
obstacles encountered offer a graphic insight into the wider socio-political controversy which exists in 
England & Wales surrounding sex education and young people’s sexuality. Fears concerning the 
appropriateness of informing pupils about issues relating to sex(uality) was graphically reflected in the 
complaint received about the research, and the school’s response to it.
In addition, whereas the findings are by no means conclusive, the fact that the sex education provided 
by the English school seems to be primarily preventative, whereas in the Dutch school it was seems to 
be more open and orientated around the issues pupils themselves define as being important, also 
illustrates how policy and politics may affect provision at the local level.
7.2. Young people’s experience and evaluation o f school-based sex education
This section presents the results of the semi-structured one-to-one interviews conducted with young 
people living in the Netherlands and England & Wales concerning the school-based sex education they 
have received. Although only 26 respondents were interviewed, the findings reveal pertinent differences 
in the way those living in the Netherlands and England & Wales experienced and evaluated the school- 
based sex education they had received (refer to Chapter 3 for differences between the two schools).
As discussed in Chapter 3, respondents were asked a series of questions concerning the content and 
timing of the sex education they had received at primary and secondary school and their own evaluation 
of it. To reiterate, the main areas covered were:
• whether they had ever received sex education at school;
• how old they were the first time they had received this education;
• what they thought in general about the sex education they had received at school;
• whether they had talked about a range of topics at school (see below).;
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• what specifically was covered by each topic and what they thought about it in terms of timing, 
content, style of teaching, usefulness and their general satisfaction of information provided by each 
topic;
• whether any other topics relating to sex(uality) had been covered at school;
• what they thought about the way the sex education they had received at school had been taught;
• They were then again asked what they thought in general about the school-based sex(uality) 
education they had received.
This section contrasts the experiences and evaluations of young people living in the two countries, 
illustrating that the wider socio-political climates previously identified as operating on a number of levels 
in England & Wales and the Netherlands also impact upon the way young people living in the 
respective country's experience and evaluate the school-based sex education they have received. It 
first illustrates the ways in which the respondents living in England were more dissatisfied with the 
school-based sex education they had received, focusing on its coverage and way in which it is taught. It 
then goes on to illustrate how the respondents living in the Netherlands saw themselves as having more 
opportunities to obtain reievant information from additional sources, particularly from their parents and 
various forms of media. It concludes with a discussion of the ways in which the findings illustrate the 
sense in which the provision of school-based sex education in England has been found to be more 
restrictive and constrained was also experienced by the respondents living in England who took part in 
the research.
Level of dissatisfaction with school-based sex education
One of the most striking findings from this phase of the research was that respondents living in England 
expressed significantly more dissatisfaction than did their counterparts living in the Netherlands. For 
example, several respondents living in England responded with sentiments such as ‘rubbish’, ‘crap’ and 
‘really bad’ when initially asked what they thought about the sex education they had received at school, 
whereas none of those living in the Netherlands responded to this question in these terms. It is also 
important to note that the young English women were particularly expressive in the way they responded 
to this question, indicating that they had strong views about the quality of the school-based sex 
education they had received, and that as a group, they were least satisfied with it.
Upon further investigation as to the roots of feelings of dissatisfaction, it became clear that 
dissatisfaction revolved mainly around three areas -  the timing of certain topics covered, the topics 
covered (specifically notable exceptions), and the way in which these issues were taught and
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discussed. Although it was clearly not the case that the respondents living in the Netherlands were 
entirely satisfied with school-based sex education, or that all those living in England were entirely 
dissatisfied with it, it is the case that more of those living in England expressed sentiments of 
dissatisfaction, and that those who did, were clearly more dissatisfied than their counterparts.
Timing of first school-based sex education
The focus of this section is on the experience and evaluation of respondents' school-based sex 
education at secondary school, however, it is first important to note that a difference existed between 
the two countries in terms of respondents’ recollection of the first time they had received any form of 
sex education at school. Although respondents generally found it difficult to recollect precisely how old 
they had been when this had first occurred — partly because this had been some years previous — in 
general, those living in the Netherlands, reported issues relating to sex first having been discussed 
earlier than the respondents living in England. For example, almost all those living in the Netherlands -  
both young women and men -  reported having discussed issues relating to puberty and some basic 
aspects of human reproduction at primary school. In contrast, only three of those attending the English 
school reported this. All three of them were young women, and one lived in another country whilst at 
primary school.
Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, is that the respondents living in England expressed more 
dissatisfaction with the initial timing of school-based sex education. For example, one of those who had 
received sex education at primary school commented:
“We watched a video, and it was ali happy families and the mother and the father loved each 
other and had a baby, I guess it was ok at the time...it didn’t tell you much, though and 
afterwards we didn’t really talk about it or anything...people thought it was funny, and we talked 
about it, and what other things people knew about sex they told everyone, but we didn’t really 
talk about it with the teacher, so it was...weird, really...” (English female, 17yrs)
In contrast, some of those living in the Netherlands reported having had more formal lessons at primary 
school, including for example, work-sheets and discussion as well as watching videos. As such. It 
seems that those living in the Netherlands had been more formally introduced to issues relating to 
sexual behaviour earlier through school than their counterparts, perhaps illustrating more of a 
perception on the respective schools’ part, that the process of learning about sexuality should begin
160
Christina Silver___________  Chapter 7  : School-based Sex Education in Practice
earlier. This reflects the professional definition of sex education as being a ‘life-long process’ (see 
Chapter 2).
The factual accuracy of these findings in terms of the national provision of each country’s school-based 
sex education, are limited. However, that respondents living in the Netherlands could also recollect 
when and how they had been introduced to sexuality -  both at school and at home (see below) -  more 
easily and in more detail, suggests that they may also have internalised ‘early’ information to a greater 
degree. The relevance of this becomes clearer below when considering both the level of dissatisfaction 
around the topics covered and the less well-established networks of additional information available to 
the respondents living in England. Additionally, that the young women living in both countries could 
recollect these early classroom discussions more easily than the young men, suggests that issues 
relating to sexuality may be of more interest to them at this stage of their lives.
Coverage
As already mentioned, the topics covered in school-based sex education were the main source of 
dissatisfaction for the respondents living in England. Before going on to discuss this, it is first interesting 
to note the frequency with which respondents claimed certain topics were covered at school. 
Respondents were asked whether and when a number of issues had been discussed in any subject at 
school;
- puberty; 
menstruation;
- reproduction;
- fertility;
- pregnancy and birth;
- contraception;
- STIs and HIV/AIDS;
Parenting;
- Family; 
co-habitation;
- communicating with partners;
- relationships;
- sexual abuse;
- saying ‘no’ to sex;
- moral/religious contexts/opinions relating to sexuality and sexual behaviour;
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homosexuality and lesbianism;
- general sexual pleasure;
- masturbation; and
- social norms concerning sexuality and sexual behaviour.
All respondents, regardless of nationality, stated that they had covered the following topics at some 
point at secondary school : puberty, menstruation, reproduction, contraception and relationships. 
However, none of the respondents living in England stated that they had covered the following topics 
formally at school: fertility; birth; sexual abuse; and sexual pleasure (including masturbation). In 
contrast, although not all the respondents living in the Netherlands reported covering all the topics at 
school, the majority had. As such, it would seem that the Dutch school had covered a broader range of 
issues than was the case in the English school.
However, it is when considering the nature of respondents' relative dissatisfaction with the topics 
covered that the impact of the respective wider socio-political climate surrounding young people’s 
sexuality and sexual behaviour becomes more evident. The areas which the respondents living in 
England were collectively most dissatisfied with are comparatively focussed on -  contraception, 
homosexuality and lesbianism, HIV and AIDS, and masturbation.
Contraception
Respondents living in both countries reported that more time had been spent learning about and 
discussing contraception than any other topic — which had generally concerned its function as a means 
of preventing unintended pregnancy and STI infection. As such, almost without exception, and 
irrespective of gender, respondents from both countries felt they knew ‘all they needed to’ about 
different forms of contraception. On closer analysis, however, some were not completely clear about the 
specific ways in which certain forms of contraception work or about where and how they can be 
accessed (see below).
The majority of respondents living in England, however, thought that too much time had been spent 
discussing contraception at school, and as is illustrated, thought other topics should be covered in more 
detail:
“All they go on about is using contraception, make sure you use contraception...that's the main 
thing they say all the time...it’s boring” (English male, 16yrs)
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“Sex education is all about not having sex until your ready and using condoms, but we know all 
that...” (English female, 15yrs)
“They drum into you time and time again about using contraception, ‘use a condom’, ‘go on the 
pill if you’re going to have sex’...” (English male, 15yrs)
“I think they should talk more about the emotional side, what it feels like after you have sex, I 
mean, they tell you all the time not to have sex before you’re 16, or before you’re ready, and 
stuff, but what about if you do decide to have sex, lots of people do have sex and we never talk 
about what you’re supposed to do, how you feel when you do and stuff, it’s all on not doing it 
and using contraception...” (English female, 16yrs).
Although the respondents living in the Netherlands also reported a significant amount of time having 
been spent discussing contraception, they were generally less dissatisfied with this focus; several 
stating that this was an important topic to cover:
“We talk about contraception a lot...I think in every year at school there’s a Chapter in the 
Biology book about it...it’s good because you need to know about these things” (female NL 
17yrs)
“They talk about contraception ali the time...people know that girls should go on the pill and you 
should use condoms...you get tested on it as well...but it’s good for the younger people, 
because its better for them to know” (male, NL 16yrs)
As such, it seems that while contraception is a topic covered fairly extensively and repeatedly by 
schools in both countries, the respondents living in England saw this focus more negatively than did 
their counterparts living in the Netherlands. As is evident from the quotes above, this was especially the 
case for the English male respondents, who expressed more dissatisfaction with the focus on 
contraception than did their female English and male and female Dutch counterparts. This is particularly 
interesting as it highlights that school-based sex education, if primarily focussed on prevention may 
serve to alienate young men -  if they see it as ‘boring’ they may be less attentive during lessons due to 
a perception that the material is not relevant to them. When considering the reasons for dissatisfaction
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concerning other topics, however, the more negative sentiments amongst the English respondents 
generally can be placed in further context.
Homosexuality and lesbianism
Several respondents living in England reported not having discussed homosexuality or lesbianism at all 
in school, and the vast majority of the remaining respondents (both genders) felt they had not discussed 
homosexuality, and particularly lesbianism, to any great extent. Of these, almost all expressed negative 
sentiments about this, for example:
“ ...I mean, there are people in this school, in my class who are gay or whatever, and some 
people who probably might be, I think, and I feel a bit sorry for them because I think they would 
like to be able to discuss those things and the way they feel more, I mean, it might be difficult 
because then everyone would know, but its always...I mean, sometimes I don't know how to 
react to them, and stuff, we should talk about it more, because...well, these days there are lots 
of people who are gay...” (English male, 16yrs)
“Some people are still quite ignorant, I mean, some people pick on gays and I think, school 
should make you aware that its normal and OK, we don’t discuss those things properly, I mean 
I’ve got some gay friends outside school and they’re normal, cool people, they should make us 
aware at school, talk about it, you know...” (English female, 17yrs).
The particularly interesting point here is that these sentiments contradict those given by the English 
PSE teacher discussed above. In contrast to these sentiments, all of the respondents living in the 
Netherlands reported having discussed homosexuality and lesbianism in school, and they generally 
seemed satisfied with its content:
“Yeah, we do homosexuality, just about how some men love men and some women love 
women and that’s ok...we had a video I think, yeah, and there was a gay couple and their 
friends were nasty to them, and then we talked about it, what we thought and how you would 
be if your friend was homosexual, whatever...” (male NL 16yrs)
“That’s in Biology, there’s a section about relationships and how there are homosexual people, 
and about that they are the same as everyone else...you do get some people who don’t like 
homo’s but yeah, we talked about that, and lesbians” (female, NL 15yrs)
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As such, issues relating to homosexuality and lesbianism had been covered less frequently and to 
lesser extent amongst the English respondents who expressed varying degrees of dissatisfaction with 
how this topic had been discussed in school.
HIV & AIDS
Similar findings were found in relation to leaning about HIV/AIDS at school. The respondents living in 
the Netherlands generally reported more attention to STIs than those living in England; indeed, for 
several English respondents this was an area which they felt warranted more attention at school and 
which they felt they knew relatively little about — this was especially so in terms of what actually 
happens when you contract an STI; specifically, how you can tell you have one, whether it hurts, the 
long-term effects and how you can ‘get rid of it’.
For example, almost all of the respondents living in England commented that they did not think they had 
received enough information about HIV, AIDS and STIs other than the means by which to prevent 
infection — specifically, abstinence and condom usage. Particularly, several respondents expressed a 
desire to discuss these topics more in terms of the ‘emotional’ issues involved; they wanted to know 
more about how people who are infected with HIV/AIDS feel about it, and ‘how they cope’.
“They tell you the risks, but what’s it like if you do have AIDS or whatever, I mean I think most 
people know the risks these days, and you know if you use a condom then your safe, whatever, 
but I think some people are a bit scared, ‘cos, like, you never get told what its like, if you have a 
disease, what happens, what’s it look like, how you get rid of it, how people feel if they have 
AIDS, stuff like that...” (English female, 16yrs)
As such, several wanted to explore the reasons for the stigma often associated with people infected 
with HIV/AIDS in more detail, and felt they had limited opportunity to do so in school. This is a 
particulariy important finding as these respondents also tended to be those who saw school as their 
main source of information on sex(uality) and related issues (see below), and as such, the relative 
absence of discussion concerning these aspects of STIs and particularly HIV/AIDS may in effect 
represent a significant barrier to this information for these young people. It should also be noted that the 
respondents expressing these opinions also tended to be young women.
165
Christina Silver ______________________________________  Chapter 7 : School-based Sex Education in Practice
Several respondents living in England expressed feelings of fear when talking about HIV/AIDS and felt 
they did not know enough about it; this relative lack of knowledge is reinforced by a comparison of the 
number of STIs which respondents mentioned were covered by school-based sex(uality) education. 
When asked which STIs had been covered at school, the respondents living in the Netherlands 
generally mentioned the names of more STIs than did the respondents living in England, and often did 
so with considerabiy more ease -  for example a number of the English respondents -  particularly the 
young men -  found it difficult to pronounce the terms clymadia and ghonnorea.
Although this finding is by no means an accurate reflection of the actual knowledge of the respondents 
in this regard, it does suggest that that the coverage of STIs by the schools attended by the 
respondents living in the Netherlands may have been greater and/or that these respondents had 
internalised this information to a greater degree than their counterparts living in England. If this were to 
be the case more generally, it would also raise issues related to the way in which school-based sex 
education is taught in the two countries, and as argued below, can certainly be seen to be related to the 
national policy framework within which it is provided, and indeed, the socio-political construction of 
young people, their sexuality and the subsequent provision and access to information.
Masturbation
One of the most striking differences identified in the reported coverage of school-based sex education 
was the topic of masturbation. Whilst almost all the respondents living in the Netherlands said they had 
discussed masturbation as a ‘part of growing up’, all the respondents living in England said this topic 
had never been discussed formally at school.
In fact, several respondents living in England responded to this question with a varying degrees of 
amazement and amusement. For example, a number laughed when this question was asked and 
others were surprised by the suggestion that this topic would be discussed in school sex education 
lessons:
“I don’t think that is something which you would discuss at school, with teachers I mean, you 
talk about it with you mates, as a laugh, you know, but, I don’t think most teachers would talk 
about it, you know” (English male, 15yrs)
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“ ...that’s like taboo, isn’t it, I mean, who would actually admit they masturbated, I don’t know, I 
don’t think you could talk about that with a teacher, everyone would take the mick, no...” 
(English male, 16yrs)
It is interesting to note that the male English respondents were more dubious about the possibility of 
discussing masturbation at school than their female counterparts; a number of whom, although stating 
that masturbation had not been discussed, seemed reasonably comfortable with the idea that it could. 
In contrast, most of the respondents living in the Netherlands reported having discussed masturbation 
in school sex education lessons, usually as part of learning about puberty:
“We had a lesson on puberty, growing up, the changes which happen, and stuff, and we got a 
sort of booklet to take home, with all the things that happen to your body when you grow 
up...and its in there [masturbation], like getting to know your body, and people, most people do 
it, you know...” (Dutch female, 16yrs)
“I mean, people made jokes about it, but I think most people know its normal, you know, you do 
it, most people do it I think, and it was funny, the teacher was funny about it, but, yeah, we 
talked about it a bit...” (Dutch male, 15yrs)
As such, there are clearly significant differences in both the extent to which masturbation was discussed 
at school and the ways in which respondents talked about this issue in the interviews. This is also 
clearly related to the concerns of the English school, and illustrates how the wider moral 
conceptualisations of young people’s sexuality may filter down and impact on both provision and young 
people’s experience and evaluation. Particularly, that there was no significant gender difference in the 
level of reporting discussing masturbation at school or in the way respondents living in the Netherlands 
talked about this topic in the interview is a striking difference with that amongst the respondents living in 
England. This suggests a difference between the two countries in terms of the perceived 
appropriateness of discussing non-penetrative or -reproductive issues at school (as was also seen in 
discussions with the teachers, and the English parental complaint).
Way taught
In addition to sentiments of dissatisfaction in relation to the coverage and timing of school-based sex 
education amongst respondents living in England were those related to the way in it was taught. 
Although several respondents living in England and the majority living in the Netherlands were generally
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satisfied with the way sex education was taught at school, several of the English were also dissatisfied 
in this regard.
Respondents living in both countries reported a variety of lesson formats used in sex education lessons, 
including small-group discussions and working, whole-class discussions, watching videos and role-play. 
However, respondents attending the Dutch school reported more ‘formal’ types of activity -  such as 
work-sheets, dictation, use of text books — more often than their counterparts. As such, sex education 
was experienced in a more similar way as other subjects amongst the respondents living in the 
Netherlands. The relevance of this finding is that, not only did the Dutch school discuss a greater range 
of issues, but the process of providing sex education — in whatever format — was more ‘normalised’ 
within the wider curriculum, certainly in terms of style of teaching.
Additionally, a number of the respondents living in England commented that some of these informal 
means of learning, although ‘good’ in theory, were ‘disappointing’ in practice. In relation to the larger- 
group discussions these comments were generally made by young women, and related to feelings of 
not having discussed the issues in as much detail or as ‘openly’ as they would ideally like. Two main 
explanations were posited for this; other members of the group (usually young men) trivialising the 
issues or finding them amusing and a total absence or a ‘skimming-over’ of topics which respondents 
wanted to discuss in more detail. For example:
“...sometimes, like, we’ll be talking about periods or something, and the boys, they find it funny, 
or whatever...or when we talk about not being pressured to have sex, and people make a Joke 
of it...people don’t take it that seriously I think...” (English female, 16yrs)
“we don’t talk about some things enough, I don’t think, like...I said before, but gays, we should 
talk more about that but I ‘spose some people find those things hard to discuss, and I do too, I 
guess, like...sometimes there might be something you want to ask, but...you don’t always want 
to bring it up in front of everyone” (English female, 15yrs)
Particularly important may be this sense of feeling uncomfortable with bringing up and discussing 
certain issues in a group-setting.
168
Christina Silver_________________________________________________ Chapter 7 : School-based Sex Education in Practice
Sources of additional information
The second key finding from this phase of the research is that, as well as seeming more satisfied with 
school-based sex education, respondents living in the Netherlands also reported having more 
established alternative sources of information relating to sexuality and contraception. This finding 
becomes particularly important when considering the ethnic composition of the Dutch school and 
respondents. Several second generation immigrants (from Turkey and Surinam) took part in the 
interviews and were more constrained by their parent’s religious cultures and therefore often had limited 
scope to discuss issues relating to sexuality openly at home. However, in living in the Netherlands they 
were able to draw upon the wider sources of information available and therefore this did not act as a 
significant barrier to any of them, particularly in terms of knowing where to obtain additional information 
and advice should they wish to. As such, the wider climate is clearly crucial to the process of leaming 
about sexuality and contraception.
Although the second-generation immigrants generally felt they had limited opportunity to discuss issues 
relating to sexuality within their families, the Dutch ‘native’ respondents reported significantly more ease 
with talking to, particularly their parents, than their English counterparts. Additionally, all the 
respondents living in the Netherlands (i.e. including the second-generation) reported both having seen 
more programmes on television and being aware of more mass-media campaigns and sources of 
support and advice. As such, those respondents living in the Netherlands, who either did not see school 
as the main source of information, or were not satisfied with its provision, together with those who felt 
uncomfortable talking with their families, felt able to get obtain information and support, should they 
need it. Amongst respondents living in the Netherlands this was the case for both the male and female 
respondents.
Home
Discussing issues relating to sexuality was also a topic in the interview schedule. Respondents were 
asked about how the first time they had spoken to different members of their family (specifically parents 
and siblings), how frequently they did so, what topics they discussed and how they felt doing so.
Generally speaking, both the ‘native’ Dutch and English female respondents found it easier talking to 
mothers than they did their fathers, and did so more frequently. Correspondingly the male respondents 
tended to find it easier talking to their fathers, although they had not necessarily done so more often. 
The reasons in both cases were partly around a sense that it was easier to talk to someone of your 
own gender, however, for the young women -  both Dutch and English -  it was sometimes also related
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to a perception that it would be (or was) in some way particularly difficult, or ‘embarrassing’ talking with 
their father about ‘personal’ issues. For example;
“I guess my dad sees me as his ‘little girl’, if something really bad happened, I’d talk to him, but 
not unless I have to really, its more embarrassing with my dad” (English female)
Indeed, in general, the female respondents living in England expressed greater feelings of 
embarrassment about talking to either of their parents than did the Dutch.
In terms of discussing these issues with their siblings, there was no significant difference between the 
English and Dutch respondents. In most cases, respondents found it easier to discuss issues relating 
to sexuality and contraception with their siblings than either of their parents, which they also did more 
often. This was seen to be partly due to their being more similar in age and therefore more ‘in touch’. 
However, those respondents who either did not, or found it difficult or uncomfortable discussing such 
issues with their siblings, usually related this to individual personality-clashes. For example:
“I just don’t get on with my brother, I mean we don’t even talk about what we do and where we 
go, so we’d never talk about girlfriends and boyfriends, or sex” (Dutch male)
Amongst the 7 second-generation respondents, all four young women reported finding it difficult or 
impossible to discuss issues to do with sexuality within the family -  two of them with their siblings as 
well as their parents, which was attributed to the family’s cultural or religious beliefs.
Television
Respondents were also asked about various forms of media as sources of information relating to 
sexuality and contraception -  specifically, magazines, television, radio and advertising. The most 
interesting findings were in relation to television programmes and advertising -  the radio not being a 
particular source of such information for many respondents at all and there being very little qualitative 
difference in the way respondents living in the two countries talked about magazines. The respondents 
living in the Netherlands, however, reported having seen both more television programmes and adverts 
than their English counterparts.
Firstly, the majority of respondents living in the Netherlands -  both genders -  were aware of, or had 
watched a number of different television programmes where issues relating to sexuality and/or
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contraception were discussed. For example, respondents referred to a number of programmes, 
including Saturday morning television which sometimes “talked about relationships and where to get 
contraception and that kind of thing" (Dutch female), and ‘game-show’ like programmes later at night. 
Although few said they watched these programmes frequently, and several thought “its not really 
learning” (Dutch male), the main point is not just that these kind of programmes are broadcast in the 
Netherlands, but that most of the respondents had seen them at some point.
Particularly important, however, are comments illustrating that issues relating to sexuality are 
frequently to be seen on Dutch television, for example:
“...there’s lots of things on tv, I mean its not really education, but you always see soap-operas 
and other programmes where relationships are talked about, or someone’s pregnant and having 
an abortion...and they have documentaries sometimes too...” (Dutch male)
“you can learn from watching television I think, because then you see other people talking about 
things, and you can listen and watch what happens...make up your own mind...” (Dutch female)
Such comments were common amongst respondents living in the Netherlands, illustrating that, 
although they may not have watched the television primarily as a means to ‘learn’, several saw 
television as a supplementary form of gaining information or thinking about issues.
This seems to be the most important difference with regard to television between respondents living in 
the two countries. Whilst some respondents living in England found it more difficult to think of any 
television programmes containing information to do with sexuality, others mentioned having seen 
documentaries about ‘teenage pregnancy’ or news coverage which related to sexuality and 
contraception. However, they did not talk about such programmes in the same way as a the Dutch 
respondents -  none of them stating watching soap-operas or documentaries to be a way of learning or 
‘making up your own mind”. Perhaps one comment made by a Dutch respondent sums the difference 
up:
“there’s lots of sex on tv, I mean you can watch porn anytime you want, if you have satellite or 
watch late at night, its nothing special, I don’t think many people our age watch porn, but I mean 
if you want you can...but its everywhere, all kinds of programmes have bits about sex and 
problems with relationships, so...” (Dutch male)
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As such, the main point may be one of normalisation — whether television is seen or used as a means 
to educate may be secondary in a climate where issues around sexuality are subject to open and wide 
media coverage in general.
Awareness of contraceptive services and advertising campaigns
Related to the television is the awareness of respondents conceming public-health media campaigns 
and sources of contraceptive advice and treatment. Although the respondents living in England had 
been dissatisfied with the amount of time spent in sex education lessons at school being spent on 
discussing the means to prevent unintentional pregnancy and STI infection, they seemed to be less 
informed about where to obtain contraception -  other than at the local GP. This finding is clearly related 
to the fact that more respondents living in the Netherlands reported (or remembered) having seen 
various public health media campaigns.
For example, amongst the Dutch respondents various forms of advertising were mentioned concerning 
contraception, safer sex and support services, which were seen in the cinema, on television, on bill­
boards and in magazines. In addition, several respondents could recall the specific content of some of 
these adverts, suggesting both that they are fairly widespread and memorable. In contrast, none of the 
respondents living in England reported having seen any such adverts — note that these interviews were 
conducted before the Teenage Pregnancy Unit’s more recent mass media campaign began in earnest. 
Both the number of such adverts mentioned by the respondents living in the Netherlands, and the 
extent to which they could remember their content, suggest that again, such information had been fairly 
well internalised by respondents.
Particularly important in relation to the prevention of unintended pregnancy amongst young people, 
however, is the extent to which respondents seemed to be aware of various sources of contraceptive 
advice and support. Amongst respondents living in the Netherlands, several (and all of the young 
women) had seen adverts for local support services and thus knew their location, whereas this was the 
case for only two of the female respondents living in England. Although the data cannot be considered 
accurate in terms of levels of knowledge (as this was not the aim of the research), several respondents 
living in the Netherlands mentioned the Rutgers Stichting and other local sexual health services without 
prompting, whereas none of the English respondents did. Therefore, again it seems that the 
respondents living in the Netherlands experience a wider societal climate which is more open about 
issues relating to sexuality and contraception.
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As such there are a number of clear qualitative differences in the way respondents living in each 
country experienced and evaluated the school-based sex education they had received at secondary 
school. The main differences relate to its content, about which the respondents living in England were 
significantly more dissatisfied than their counterparts — particularly in relation to four key topics; 
contraception, homosexuality and lesbianism, HIV/AIDS and masturbation.
In addition, however, it should be noted that the respondents living in the Netherlands also reported the 
existence and use of a number of additional, more informal sources of information relating to sexuality 
and contraception. Although close consideration of these is not within the remit of the thesis, for these 
respondents such established informal networks — most notably family, television and posters — seemed 
to dissipate any sense of dissatisfaction expressed in relation to school-based sex education. For 
example, several of those respondents living in the Netherlands who did express some dissatisfaction 
with school-based sex education, stated that school was not their main source of information on these 
matters. As such, the extent and degree of negative evaluations of school-based sex education 
expressed by the respondents living in England can be further understood -  given that school formed 
the ‘most important’ source of information for the majority of these respondents the fact that they 
perceived school-based sex education as inadequate (in whatever sense(s)), can be seen to have a 
two-fold impact. Firstly, in the relative absence of ‘reliable’ alternative sources of information 
(particularly for the young men), the perceived inadequacy of school-based sex education can be seen 
to have been heightened — as they perceived themselves to have limited access to supplementary 
sources of such information.
7.3. Summ ary and Discussion
This Chapter has presented a case-study comparison of the provision, experience and evaluation of 
school-based sex education between two schools -  one in Central Netherlands, and the other in 
Southern England. As discussed above, despite the lack of directly comparable data for some aspects, 
it has been revealed that substantive differences exist on all three levels. In terms of how school-based 
sex education can be seen to have variously impacted on respective attempts to reduce and minimise 
the incidence of unintended pregnancies amongst young people, perhaps the most fundamental 
difference to have been illustrated is between the way young people attending the two schools 
experience and evaluate the school-based sex education they have received.
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Additionally, however, this Chapter has revealed the respective socio-political climates around school- 
based sex education and young people’s sexuality and sexual behaviour to have had a recognisable 
and discernible impact on a number of levels -  the accessibility of data for use in the thesis; the range 
and kinds of materials used in schools; young people’s experience and evaluation of school-based sex 
education; and young people’s ability to access supplementary sources of related information. These 
are discussed in turn below.
Accessibility of data
Firstly, the obstacles encountered in recruiting schools from both countries to take part in the research 
clearly reflect the respective wider socio-political climates. In the Netherlands, these obstacles centred 
around one of two issues — either a lack of time on the schools’ part to participate which was sometimes 
due to existing research commitments, or a lack of interest in the subject-matter as the result of 
perceptions that the issues of school-based sex education and ‘teenage pregnancy’ were not of high 
enough priority to warrant further research -  ‘we’ve done our bit’, or ‘sex education is not a problem in 
the Netherlands’. The latter can clearly be seen to reflect a (perhaps slightly complacent) perception 
that, as is frequently suggested by research and media alike, the provision of school-based sex 
education across the Netherlands is widely effective and therefore unproblematic.
In stark contrast, in England these obstacles were directly related to the more widely debated and 
contested perceptions of the provision of school-based sex education and particularly, young people’s 
sexuality and sexual behaviour. Firstly are the objections to asking questions relating to the sexual 
behaviour of young people, which were seen to be either not relevant to the Catholic schools’ clientele, 
or to be ‘inappropriate to discuss in an interview context’. These concerns clearly illustrate and reflect 
the discourses of inappropriateness seen in British government guidance on school-based sex 
education, and the wider politicised debates which have previously and continue to occur. This is 
particularly striking when compared to the lack of concern from any of the Dutch schools approached 
concerning the interview questions and the range of topics covered by the English and Dutch schools.
Range and kinds of materials used in schools
A range of methods and materials were used in the Dutch school, many of which had been in use for a 
number of years and which had been obtained from a variety of sources, including independent 
organisations specialising in the development of sex education materials for use in schools. The 
examples provided by the school covered a range of topics, including a number of sexual activities and
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lifestyles which had been objected to being included in the interviews with English respondents. In 
addition were certain fairly explicit images which, when compared to the HEA leaflet which was 
‘banned’, may provoke controversy in England & Wales. As such, it is clear that this teacher felt well- 
supported by a range of resources to provide school-based sex education without formalised central 
direction.
The obstacles outlined above resulted in it not being possible to obtain directly comparable data 
concerning the materials used in the English school, as well as restricting the number of respondents 
that could be recruited through it and impacting on the validity of the interview conducted with the PSE 
teacher. As such, there is a limited possibility to draw any conclusive comparisons with the Dutch 
school in terms of materials and methods used. Nevertheless, there is some evidence to suggest that 
the wider climate and situation regarding school-based sex education in England & Wales may impact 
on its provision at the school.
Young people’s experience and evaluation of school-based sex education
Analysis of the primary interview data revealed clear links between the respondents experience and 
evaluation of the school-based sex education they had received and the respective country’s wider 
socio-political climates around school-based sex education and young people’s sexuality and sexual 
behaviour. The respondents living in the Netherlands reported receiving a wide range of information 
from school, including covering topics such as (mutual) masturbation, oral sex and homosexuality. This 
can be clearly seen to reflect the Netherlands general ‘open attitude’ to such issues, including when in 
relation to young people, as illustrated in Chapter 5. They also reported a range of methods of teaching, 
and few exhibited a sense of unease or embarrassment in discussing fairly intimate issues in the 
classroom or within the interview setting. As such, they were generally satisfied with the sex education 
they had received at school, which may be partly due to the range of and depth in which topics were 
covered.
The respondents living in England, in contrast, expressed far more dissatisfaction with the school-based 
sex education they had received, particularly in terms of its coverage and timing. Firstly, respondents 
expressed more dissatisfaction with what they perceived to be primarily prevention-based school-based 
sex education, seeing there to be an over-emphasis on contraceptive methods. This can clearly be 
seen to reflect the Biology teacher’s description of the school’s philosophy and the nature of the wider 
debate concerning the provision of school-based sex education. Clearly related to these sentiments, 
respondents expressed wanting to discuss other issues in more depth, particularly homosexuality and
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lesbianism. As such, we can draw clear implications of Section 28 on the way young people experience 
and evaluate school-based sex education in England & Wales.
Additionally, whilst some wanted to be able to discuss intimate issues such as (mutual) masturbation at 
school, others expressed surprise at the suggestion that masturbation would be formally discussed at 
school, and some went on to suggest that doing so would be either infeasible or inappropriate in some 
sense. These sentiments clearly reflect the wider controversy around what is considered appropriate to 
discuss with young people and/or formally in the classroom. More importantly, however, these findings, 
when viewed in relation to those discussed below, suggest that there may be significant numbers of 
young people perceiving there to be relatively few arenas for discussing homosexuality and related 
issues.
Whilst the focus of the research was to investigate differences in the way young people living in the 
Netherlands and England and Wales experienced and evaluated the school-based sex education they 
had received, analysis also revealed some gender differences. Particularly striking in this regard is that 
there seem to be greater differences in the way the male and female respondents living in England 
experienced and evaluated school-based sex education than was the case amongst those living in the 
Netherlands. Whilst this was particularly evident in perceptions about discussing masturbation at 
school, the more general point may be that the respondents living in the Netherlands -  regardless of 
gender or cultural background — seem to have experienced school-based sex education more similarly 
than their counterparts living in England. This further suggests that school-based sex education in the 
Dutch school seems to be more normalised than is the case in English school, and that the needs of 
both young men and young women were more adequately addressed by the Dutch school.
The accessibility of supplementary sources of information
Perhaps one of the most important findings from this Chapter is that there exists a substantial difference 
in the extent to which the respondents living in each country had access to sources of information 
relating to sexuality and contraception other than school. The respondents living in the Netherlands, 
several of which were second generation immigrants, reported a range of established informal sources 
of information, which they utilised to varying degrees (the most important of which were their families 
and the media, particularly television). In contrast, several of the respondents living in England reported 
school to be their main source of information relating to sexuality and contraception. When considering 
that these respondents also exhibited high levels of dissatisfaction with school-based sex education in 
general (in comparison with the respondents living in the Netherlands) this finding suggests that the
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way in which young people in England & Wales learn about sexuality, contraception and related issues, 
may be significantly constrained.
In addition to these aspects, it should be noted that the lack of centralised direction conceming the 
provision of school-based sex education in the Netherlands may have more negative implications as 
well. Although the Dutch Biology teacher did not consider centralised direction to be necessary due to 
the plethora of resources available for use in schools, he was ‘frustrated’ with the lack of local direction 
within the school itself. As such, it can be concluded that leaving individual schools almost entirely 
directionless concerning the structure of provision, if not its content, may result in a level of confusion, if 
not potential overlap or gaps.
In summary, then, this Chapter has illustrated that some pertinent qualitative differences in the 
provision, experience and evaluation of school-based sex education between the two schools involved 
which can be traced back to the respective wider socio-political climate and approaches towards the 
issues. The final Chapter of the thesis now goes on to draw together the data presented in the previous 
Chapters and discuss the ways in which the thesis has achieved its aims.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter draws together the strands of evidence presented in the previous chapters 
discussing the thesis' findings, implications and recommendations. Due to the complex nature of 
the subject-matter, theoretical interpretations and policy and methodological implications, this 
chapter should be seen as a working-discussion which highlights key elements identified as being 
relevant rather than attempting to draw decisive or representative conclusions. Indeed, this was 
neither the intention nor was it considered possible to do so. As such, the thesis as a whole, and 
this chapter in particular, raises more questions than it is able to answer.
The thesis set out to establish, from an historico-cultural perspective, how and why the approach 
towards and provision of school-based sex education has differed in the Netherlands and England 
and Wales in order to inform current and future policy debate in England and Wales. As illustrated 
throughout this Chapter, the research aims have to a large extent been achieved, and as such the 
thesis contributes to theoretical, methodological and public policy debates.
The first step in the research process was to identify, explore and compare factors involved in 
shaping the development of school-based sex education policy and provision in the two countries. 
This was achieved by considering the historical socio-political and cultural contexts in which 
developments and policy implementations have taken place, and indicating how these processes 
can be seen to have influenced its provision on the local level and young people’s experience and 
evaluation of it. As further discussed in Section 8.1., a number of key differences have been 
identified, which broadly relate to the role of the respective governments in influencing provision, 
and the inherently related conceptualisation of young people as entities and their sexuality and 
sexual activity. As such, the thesis locates developments in school-based sex education policy 
and provision in the Netherlands and England and Wales’ respective historico-cultural contexts.
Having discussed these issues. Section 8.2. considers the utility of sociological perspectives 
concerning the relationship between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ in building a theoretical interpretation 
of the differences identified. Drawing upon elements of Giddens’ (1984) ‘theory of structuration’ as 
a means to interpret the evidence, it discusses the multi-directional nature of structure and agency 
on the historical development of school-based sex education, arguing that in the Netherlands 
there seems to have been more scope for organisations and individuals to act as independent 
and effective ‘agents’ than has been the case in England and Wales.
Having constructed an historical interpretation of the differences in approach to school-based sex 
education, the second aspect of the research was to consider the extent to which the Netherlands’
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experience can be effectively utilised to inform policy in England and Wales. Section 8.3., 
therefore, considers the policy implications arising from the thesis, arguing that, despite the 
sense in which developments in both countries are inherently related to respective socio-political 
characteristics and historical political developments, there are a number of ‘lessons’ which can be 
‘learnt’ and effectively applied. As such it is argued that two fundamental inter-related changes are 
required: a cultural shift in attitude towards young people’s sexuality and a depoliticisation of the 
policy-making process. Whilst it is acknowledged that such changes are both difficult and time- 
consuming to achieve, this process is seen to be underway.
A subsidiary aim of the research was to consider the use of a case-oriented approach to 
conducting cross-national research, with a particular emphasis on the effect of using a bilingual 
researcher. Section 8.4., therefore, considers certain methodological implications arising from the 
thesis, discussing the methodological limitations of the thesis; the extent to which the traditional 
understanding of the case-oriented approach has been and is achievable; the advantages of 
being able to speak both languages; and makes recommendations for further research in the 
area.
8.1. The role of the state and the perception of young people’s sexuality in the 
deveiopment and provision of schoohbased sex education in the Netheriands 
and Engiand and Waies
The thesis has explored and compared a number of aspects relating to the development and 
provision of school-based sex education in the Netherlands and England and Wales over the last 
30 years. In doing so a number of clear differences have been identified which can be seen to 
contribute to the understanding of the differences identified in the provision of school-based sex 
education in the Netherlands and England and Wales. Broadly these relate to two inter-related 
and mutually reinforcing conceptualisations -  the role of the state and the perception of young 
people as entities -  particularly their sexuality and sexual activity.
The historical interpretation of the development of school-based sex education presented in 
Chapter 5 revealed one of the key differences between the two countries to concern the nature 
and extent of government intervention in the area. Whereas the Dutch government had 
intentionally depoliticised the issue in 1969, devolving responsibility to the professional 
community, the British government has maintained a higher degree of responsibility for school- 
based sex education and as such has passed several legislative measures and published a 
plethora of guidance documents concerning various aspects of its content and delivery. As such, 
the role of the respective states in the area of school-based sex education has been very 
different, with the British state being significantly more interventionist and prescriptive than the
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Dutch. As discussed in Chapter 6 this is clearly related to the nature and functioning of the 
respective political systems, which have deep roots in the social and cultural characteristics and 
political development of each country.
Inherently related to the role of the state in the provision of school-based sex education and the 
sense in which it is a controversial and contested issue, is the wider conceptualisation of young 
people as entities, and particularly, their sexuality and sexual activity. As such, the role and nature 
of the respective states contribute to the understanding of how the issue has been approached 
differently in the two countries. In addition, the evidence presented throughout the thesis clearly 
illustrated that the sexuality and sexual behaviour of young people is viewed very differently in the 
two countries.
This section first considers the impact of the contrasting role of the state and associated 
perception of young people and their sexuality on the understanding of how and why the issues 
have been approached in each country. It then goes on to discuss the implications of these 
differences on provision in practice and young people’s experience and evaluation of school- 
based sex education, focusing on the extent to which school-based sex education can be seen to 
be an important factor in the respective rates of unintended pregnancy amongst young people in 
the two countries over the last 30 years.
The Netherlands
The Dutch approach to school-based sex education when compared to that in England and Wales 
is essentially characterised by absence -  both in terms of state intervention in schools’ provision 
and in terms of political and public debate around the issues. As discussed in Chapter 5, one of 
the most important occurrences shaping the development of school-based sex education in the 
Netherlands was the government’s intentional depoliticisation of school-based sex education in 
the late 1960s, which has not occurred in England and Wales to this date.
As discussed in Chapter 6, this intentional depoliticisation and associated devolution of 
responsibility for school-based sex education to the professional community was inherently 
related to a number of deeply rooted political characteristics. Firstly is the sense in which the 
government has had limited ability to intervene in general education since the assurance of 
educational and religious freedom in the constitutional reforms of 1848. This has meant both that 
a range of types of schools grounded in a number of religious and philosophical traditions exist, 
and that there has been limited centralised standardisation of the curricular. Indeed, the Dutch 
government’s role in education generally is minimal -  as reflected in the lack of direct intervention 
until the mid 1990s and the nature of it when it occurred. In terms of school-based sex education, 
then, the Dutch government has a minimal direct role. However, its depoliticisation of the issue
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clearly reflects wider conceptualisations of the relationship between state and citizen and as such 
is inherently linked to the nature and functioning of the political system.
In terms of the conceptualisation of the relationship between state and citizen, the development of 
the modern political system, as rooted in the historical social structure, economy and geography 
of the Netherlands, is clearly key. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter 6, the limited role of the 
government in the provision of general education is directly associated with the extent and degree 
of religious and philosophical diversity in the Netherlands historically. Specifically in the area of 
school-based sex education, but arguably also on a more general level, the Dutch state can, 
therefore, be seen to act as an essentially guiding influence rather than to exert specific control 
over the way young people learn about issues related to sexuality and contraception. Indeed, the 
depoliticisation of the issue clearly served to directly disassociate the government from the issue — 
illustrating that it does not see itself as holding authority over how young people are introduced to 
the issues or how they ‘should’ behave.
In terms of understanding why this has been the case, the consensus-based nature of the political 
system is fundamental. In a diverse society with a relatively short history as a cohesive nation­
state, a range of views are represented through the electoral system, the result being that policy 
decisions are made by reaching consensus amongst diverse and often conflicting views. Whilst 
this can result in the process of making decisions being very slow, policies being ‘watered-down’ 
or policy and practice being inconsistent^ it clearly underlies the decision to depoliticise school- 
based sex education — where political consensus cannot be reached, responsibility was devolved.
As such the nature and functioning of the Dutch political system and the factors involved in the 
development of its characterising elements are fundamental to interpreting the approach to 
school-based sex education. Indeed, in understanding the relative absence of debate and 
controversy around school-based sex education in the Netherlands, both constitutional freedoms 
and the unwritten ‘rules of accommodation’ are key. As discussed in Chapter 6, that politics is 
seen as a ‘business’ rather than a ‘game’; that there is a need to ‘neutralise sensitive issues’ and 
that policy decisions should be made in ‘secret’ is a crucial difference to the way the issues have 
been approached and handled in England and Wales (see below).
'* This is seen for example in the length of time it took to reach a political ‘solution’ to the issue of abortion. The  
Dutch 1886 abortion law was amended in 1911 so that abortion constituted a crime against life and public 
morality, and as such, until 1966 induced abortion was considered to be illegal unless performed on ‘medical 
grounds' -  generally held to mean that the woman’s life was in danger if the pregnancy continued (Ketting & 
Schnabel 1980:385). Public discussion around the legalisation of abortion occurred in the Netherlands from 1970, 
when the first parliamentary initiative was taken. However, the process of securing the legalisation of abortion took 
almost 15 years, and induced abortion did not actually become lawful until 1984. The reason for this long process 
was political -  the parliamentary majority (made up by Social Democrats and Liberals) favoured a liberal abortion 
law, but they did not constitute a government. The centre Christian Democrat Party (GDA) who had around one 
third of the vote, was in government throughout that period, either in coalition with the Liberals or the Social 
Democrats. As such, the GDA was repeatedly able to block a liberal political solution to the issue of abortion 
(Ketting & Visser 1994:164).
181
Christina Silver ______________ ______ ________ Chapter 8 : Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations
The result can clearly be seen to have been the development of an ‘open’ and ‘tolerant’ socio­
political climate towards issues relating to the sexual health of the wider population, including 
young people. Whilst it is acknowledged that the relatively low rates of unintended pregnancy 
amongst young people in the Netherlands has also impacted on the relative absence of 
controversy around the issues, concepts like ‘tolerance’, ‘liberalness’ and ‘pragmatism’ often used 
to describe the Netherlands and which are evident in the way the issues have been approached, 
are also deeply rooted in a number of social, political, geographical and economic historical 
factors.
Particularly, is the sense in which an inherent ‘tolerance’ of diverse beliefs and behaviours exists. 
As discussed in Chapter 6, the sense in which the existence of diverse religious and philosophical 
beliefs (and later communities) was needed to be managed is related to both the political 
approach to school-based sex education and the relative absence of discourses of 
inappropriateness in relation to the sexuality and sexual behaviour of young people. In a country 
where the level of religious diversity has historically necessitated the ‘tolerance’ of others in order 
to safeguard one’s own rights to worship, there is a corresponding absence of a sense of a 
shared moral identity. This is clearly related to the depoliticisation of school-based sex education 
by the government. Indeed, the overarching shared Dutch identity seems to be more related to 
accepting and managing diversity as the means to attaining unity.
In light of the limited role of the Dutch state in school-based sex education, schools, supported by 
the activities of various independent organisations, have been left almost entirely free to 
determine the specific provision of information relating to sexuality and contraception to their 
pupils. Whilst this inevitably means that provision is likely to be inconsistent and variable on the 
national level, as discussed in Chapter 5, the fact that the professional community has been able 
to develop and disseminate various materials and programmes for use in schools, has resulted in 
provision in practice being less negative than has been the case in England and Wales. In 
addition, consideration of resources available nationally and those used in the Dutch school which 
took part in the research illustrate that materials are both tailored to different types of school and 
educational levels of pupils, and that they address a range of issues and are often more explicit 
than would be considered ‘acceptable’ or ‘appropriate’ in the British context.
Together with the dissemination of safer-sex messages in the form of mass media campaigns and 
the like, the ‘open’, ‘tolerant’ and ‘pragmatic’ climate around issues relating to sexuality generally, 
and particularly that of young people, can be further understood.
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England and Wales
As discussed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, the role of the British state in school-based sex education 
has been much greater than has been the case in the Netherlands, which can clearly be seen to 
be related to the nature of policy making and to have affected its development, provision and the 
way young people experience and evaluate it.
Firstly is the sense in which the government holds responsibility for school-based sex education, 
which has meant the issue, has not been depoliticised. Whilst the Dutch state has refrained from 
intervening, successive British government’s have passed various legislative measures and 
published a number of guidance documents, which impact upon various aspects of the provision 
of school-based sex education. As such, on the most basic level it seems that the British 
government not only holds more responsibility but has also exercised its authority frequently and 
in a number of ways. Therefore, its role is clearly both more defined than is the case in the 
Netheriands, and significantly more extensive. In a similar way as illustrated above in relation to 
the Dutch situation, this has been found to be inherently linked to the historical structure of society 
and the corresponding nature of the political process.
As discussed in Chapter 6, in the context of a more adversarial political structure and system, 
constituting the essentially two-party majoritarian system of election, the government in power is 
accountable as a political party, and therefore policies are scrutinised both politically and publicly. 
In this context the policy issues have often been polarised and remain largely unresolved, and as 
such, school-based sex education has been a controversial and contested issue. This is clearly 
reflected in the extent and nature of government intervention in the area, whereby a number of 
legislative measures have been passed and a plethora of guidance documents concerning its 
provision have been published, but without making all elements of it statutory.
As such, the role of the British state in school-based sex education is very different than has been 
seen to be the case in the Netherlands. The level and nature of government intervention, viewed 
in the context of politicised public debate and scrutiny, clearly suggests that the government holds 
more authority and exercises more control over what and how young people should learn about 
issues relating to sexuality and contraception at school. As such, it is clearly evident that there is 
more of a sense that, if it does not exist, there should be an ‘ideal’ set of moral values to which all 
citizens should strive to achieve. This is conceptualised in terms of traditional understandings of 
heterosexual family values, the perceived innocence of children and young people, and the 
potentially corruptive nature of sex and sexuality.
In summary, then, the role of the respective state’s and the perception of young people’s sexuality 
and sexual activity are qualitatively very different in the Netherlands and England and Wales.
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These two aspects are in both cases inherently related and mutually reinforcing. In the Dutch 
case, the role of the government has been very limited, essentially acting as a guiding force in 
terms of the way the intentional depoliticisation of the issue reflected the indirect encouragement 
of school-based sex education at the same time as disassociating the government from the 
process. In England and Wales, in contrast, the government has maintained more responsibility 
for school-based sex education, but in the context of the adversarial political system, the issue 
has not been resolved. As such, interventions have been frequent, prescriptive and framed by 
traditional and moral conceptualisations of young people and their sexuality and sexual activity.
As the following section goes on to discuss, these factors can also be seen to impact upon the 
provision of school-based sex education on the local level and particularly the way in which the 
young people involved in the research experienced and evaluated it.
School-based sex education as a factor in ‘teenage pregnancy’
Having discussed the role of the state and perception of young people and their sexuality in the 
development of school-based sex education in the two countries, this section considers the extent 
to which the thesis has contributed to the understanding of school-based sex education as a 
factor in reducing and minimising unintended pregnancies amongst young women.
As discussed in Chapters 1 & 2, knowledge concerning sex(uality) and contraception is by no 
means the only factor involved in preventing unintended pregnancy. Equally, schools are by no 
means the only -  or even necessarily the most important -  source of relevant and authoritative 
information that young people in either country have access to. However, as discussed above, a 
number of contributory factors to the relative ‘success’ of the Netherlands in minimising the 
incidence of ‘teenage pregnancy’ have been identified by considering the approach towards and 
development of school-based sex education. Additionally, the experience and evaluation of 
school-based sex education provided by the respondents who took part in the research (Chapter 
7) clearly indicate that its role in the way young people leam about issues relating to sexuality and 
contraception may also be different. Whilst the thesis has not established that school-based sex 
education in the Netherlands is more effective than that in England and Wales, it has 
demonstrated that for the respondents living in the Netherlands, their experience of school-based 
sex education was more positive.
Firstly is the sense in which the respondents living in England were more dissatisfied with the 
school-based sex education they had received than their counterparts living in the Netherlands. 
The areas which the respondents living in England felt more dissatisfied with clearly reflect those 
which receive particular political and public controversy -  for example, homosexuality and 
contraception. As such, it may be that the contested wider politicised climate constrains
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classroom activities to a certain extent. Indeed, this was seen to have occurred throughout the 
research on a number of levels — for example in the obstacles encountered in recruiting schools to 
take part in the research and particularly the parental complaint concerning the content of the 
English interview schedule. Concerns were framed by similar discourses as those found in the 
wider debates -  for example the Catholic School’s assertion that the research was not appropriate 
to its pupils and the parent and teacher’s suggestion that it is not appropriate to discuss oral sex 
with young people.
These data collection obstacles not only affected the comparability of the data (see below), but 
also illustrate the implications of wider debates concerning the provision of school-based sex 
education, particularly the sense in which it is constructed as a sensitive and problematic process 
which should be framed by and promote particular understandings of moral values. This is seen in 
the interviews with the teachers involved in providing school-based sex education at the two 
schools involved in the research; in the materials and methods used in lessons; and in the 
respondents’ experience and evaluation of the sex education they had received at school.
In addition, more of the respondents living in England and Wales saw school as the most 
important source of information relating to sexuality and contraception than those living in the 
Netherlands. Although there do exist a range of sources of information outside schools in England 
and Wales, that the respondents living in the Netherlands seemed to have easier access to them 
reflects the more ‘open’ and ‘tolerant’ climate.
As such, the combination of the primary and secondary data collected to inform the thesis 
illustrates that there are a number of substantive and qualitative differences in the historical 
provision and experience of school-based sex education between the Netherlands and England 
and Wales. These differences, rooted as they are in the historical nature and development of 
society and politics, clearly indicate that school-based sex education has generally been 
approached and experienced more positively in the Netherlands than has been the case in 
England and Wales.
8.2. Theoretical Context to the Interpretation
As discussed in Chapter 3, the research was neither designed nor conducted from the standpoint 
of any particular established theoretical framework. Rather, it was considered that the complexity 
of the subject matter and the exploratory and evolutionary nature of the research process 
necessitated as ‘open’ and flexible empirical and theoretical consideration as possible. However, 
that is not to suggest that either the initial conceptualisation of the subject matter as an area 
warranting investigation, nor that the way in which the data was collected or interpreted occurred
185
Christina Silver_____________________________________Chapter 8 : Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations
in a ‘theoretical vacuum’. Indeed, adopting this ‘open’ approach to the research constitutes in itself 
a theoretical/methodological perspective. The process of constructing theories and drawing policy 
implications as presented in this Chapter was inductive in the sense that it was directly based on 
the interpretation of the data discussed in the previous chapters. However, in building the 
theoretical interpretation, debates around the relationship between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’, and 
particularly Giddens’ ‘theory of structuration’ provided a useful sociological lens through which to 
initially view the data. This section discusses the development of the theoretical understanding of 
the evidence presented in the thesis, illustrating how Giddens’ theoretical framework, whilst not 
being directly applied to this empirical case, contributed to the interpretation in a number of key 
ways.
The starting point for this discussion is the sense in which social research itself is seen to be 
constructed. Firstly, all stages of any research process (from initial conceptualisation of the 
research problem, through design, data collection, interpretation and writing-up) are necessarily 
Influenced by the characteristics and experiences of the researcher(s) undertaking it. For 
example, my particular interest in the research topic was directly influenced by my being half 
English-Dutch and as discussed below, this affected the thesis in a number of ways. As such, a 
basic underlying premise is that the ‘results’ would necessarily have been somewhat different had 
the thesis been conducted by someone else.
It is also important to briefly revisit the analytic process. Chapter 3 discusses the sense in which 
the different types of data performed correspondingly different functions within the thesis and 
therefore necessitated varying analytic approaches. However, whilst it is acknowledged that the 
interpretation was informed by wider knowledge of the substantive area, theoretical assumptions 
and other work which was conducted along the way but which is not explicitly handled within the 
thesis, the theoretical interpretations discussed below are the result of an inductive process in the 
sense that in the first instance they were directly based upon the data presented in the thesis.
In addition are the methodological and theoretical assumptions held, and perspectives adopted by 
the researcher, which particularly affect the types of data collected and the way in which they are 
interpreted. As such, rather than assuming there to be ‘objectively’ identifiable ‘social facts’ or 
universal laws of human behaviour, the thesis assumes that the nature of any particular theory is 
partly the combination of preferred elements of previous interpretations.
It is in this context that it was decided not to adhere explicitly or strictly to any particular 
methodological or theoretical perspective -  the intention being to ‘explore’ rather than to ‘test’. 
Whilst this approach clearly places the thesis within the broad tradition of qualitative interpretative
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sociology (see Chapter 3), this is the loose back-ground context to the thesis rather than a firmly 
held or rigorously adopted perspective.
However, the subject matter of the thesis necessarily represents an implicit assumption that 
‘structure’ has some kind of discernible and identifiable influence over ‘agency’. For example, the 
initial conceptualisation of the research problem (i.e. before the focus of the thesis was narrowed) 
was framed by a sense that there is something about Dutch society, being Dutch, living and 
growing up in the Netherlands and so on which can help us understand why young women living 
in the Netherlands have been statistically less likely to become (unintentionally) pregnant than 
their counterparts living in England and Wales. Nevertheless, the initial purpose of the thesis was 
to explore whether this can be seen to be the case as much as to theorise how, why and to what 
effect.
As such debates concerning the relationship between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ were considered as 
a means by which to facilitate the process of ‘making sense’ of the complex evidence. These 
debates revolve around an number of areas, including, for example, how structures determine 
individual behaviour, how structures are created and what their limits (if any) are on individuals’ 
abilities to act independently of structural constraints. While there are no agreed definitions of 
either concepts, ‘structure’ is used to refer to ordered interrelationships between different 
elements of social systems or, as in this case, societies. As such, different religious, economic, 
social, political institutions and component norms, values, and social roles are variously seen to 
comprise a society’s social structure. Traditionally, the concept of ‘agency’ has been directly 
juxtaposed to that of ‘structure’, loosely referring to individuals’ behaviour or ‘action’.
In terms of their relationship, positions vary from deterministic interpretations which emphasise 
the importance of ‘structure’, thereby almost negating the capacity of individuals to ‘act freely’, to 
those which emphasise the capacity of individual ‘agents’ to construct and reconstruct their social 
worlds. As such, theoretical perspectives concerning the relationship between ‘structure’ and 
‘agency’ have traditionally been fairly polarised.
However, it is clear that the relationships and processes involved in this empirical case are more 
complex than can be understood in terms of a one-directional relationship or a preference for 
either theoretical extreme. In the first instance, when defining the constituent components of 
‘structure’ and ‘agency’ as relevant to the focus of the thesis, these concepts themselves and 
particularly, their relationship to and impact upon one another are clearly intricate and difficult to 
pin-down. For example, viewing institutions as the components of social structure which 
determine, shape or influence the behaviour of groups or individuals is simplistic as it is clear that 
they and their members can act as empowered agents in their own right. To deny otherwise is to
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suggest that we have no free will. Similarly, adopting the view that individuals’ behaviour is 
entirely ‘free’ from the influence of the social context within which they act and the nature and 
operation of the structures and systems which function within it, is also clearly not the case in this 
example.
As such, the relationship between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ can be seen as operating on a number 
of levels and directions, and therefore, Giddens (1984) ‘theory of structuration’ which argues that 
neither structure nor agency should be given primacy in sociological explanations is a more useful 
theoretical perspective for discussing the sociological implications of the thesis. Rather, he argues 
that the relationship between structure and agency should be seen as a ‘duality’, in which not only 
are they are seen to be inextricably interrelated, but that social phenomena are always contingent 
and ‘open-ended’ and that social practices both produce and are (re)produced by structures. As 
such, agents are powerful because social structures and systems are created, occupied, 
experienced and re-produced by agents, and it is the repetition of individual agent’s actions which 
reproduces the structure. Whilst the thesis does not suggest that ‘structuration theory’ can be 
directly applied to this empirical case, it is important to explicitly acknowledge the influence that 
Giddens' framework had on the development of the theoretical interpretation presented here.
As mentioned above there was an implicit assumption at the outset that the Netherlands’ and 
England and Wales’s historical political, social and cultural context in some way influenced the 
respective likelihood of young women to become pregnant in their ‘teenage’ years. As illustrated 
throughout the thesis, and particularly in Chapters 5 and 6, in relation to the development of and 
approach towards school-based sex education on the national level this has clearly been shown 
to be the case in both instances. Specifically, there can be seen to be a discernible relationship 
between each country’s historical experiences, situations and structures on the development of 
school-based sex education and the way it has been approached and responded to which have 
been illustrated in Chapters 5-7.
However, the issue which can be seen to be particularly interesting is the sense in which there 
seems to be differing degrees of influence from agency to structure. In the Dutch case, the 
influence of agency on the prevailing structure -  both in terms of its functioning and the 
associated social norms and values — can be seen to have historically operated on a number of 
levels. This is seen particularly in the way diverse religious/philosophical opinion, once mobilised 
in a collective sense, were able to shape the construction of what has become the modern multi­
party consensus-based political system. As such, it can clearly be argued that agency has shaped 
the nature and functioning of Dutch social and political systems and structures. There is a high 
degree of scope for collective and individual agents to have ‘real’ agency, which is seen in the 
way NGOs have been able to develop materials ‘freely’, which in itself has influenced the
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development of school-based sex education in the Netherlands. It is also seen in the way in which 
young people's (sexual) agency is less of a social or political issue in the Netherlands, which 
enables them to act more ‘freely’ -  i.e. they are less constrained by their structural contexts than 
is arguably the case in England and Wales. This in turn reflects wider conceptualisations of 
citizenship, in which we have seen that the relationship between state and citizenship is looser, or 
in terms of ‘structuration theory’, more reciprocal.
In England and Wales, in contrast it is clear that the relationship between structure and agency is 
somewhat different. Whilst historical situations and experiences have also shaped the nature and 
functioning, the point seems to be that the precise nature of them has left less scope for the 
effective agency of groups and individuals. For example, the sense in which England and Wales 
has historically been less ‘threatened’ by external influences, thereby resulting in a more 
evolutionary political development, has meant that agents have had less direct influence over the 
way in which systems work. As such, there continues to be a polarisation of political debates, 
more centralisation of political power and particularly, more centralisation of responsibility for the 
provision and effectiveness of school-based sex education. Related to the higher degree of 
centralisation of control — both over policy and ‘moral’ values and accepted norms — is the 
relationship between the state and the young person, which, mediated as it often is through 
parents, becomes a politicised and contentious issue.
As such, it seems that in the Netherlands there is more space and ability for individual agency. 
This impacts on the local level of school-based sex education provision (related to the lack of 
government intervention) in which NGOs, individual schools and teachers are able to be active 
agents. Together with a higher degree of acceptance of the role of agency generally, and 
specifically that of young people, this has been shown to have infiltrated the way in which 
respondents experienced and evaluated the school-based sex education they had received. As 
such, it can be argued that the influence of various structures are more constraining on individual 
agency in England and Wales than has been the case in the Netherlands.
8.3. Policy Recommendations
Given the above discussion, it could be argued that it is difficult to instigate change from the 
‘bottom up’ within a constraining context. However, as put by Giddens:
“To be a human being is to be a purposive agent who both has reasons for his or her 
activities and is able, if asked, to elaborate discursively upon those reasons....Awareness 
of social rules, expressed first and foremost in practical consciousness, is the very core of 
that ‘knowledgeability’ which specifically characterises human agents. As social actors, all
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human beings are highly ‘learned’ in respect of knowledge they possess, and apply, in the 
production and reproduction of day-to-day social encounters.” (1984:21-2)
From this perspective, and in light of the potential of agents to effectively influence policy as 
shown in the Dutch case, it is possible to draw a number of ‘lessons’ from the Dutch experience to 
inform future policy directions in England and Wales. From the evidence presented and discussed 
in the thesis these relate to two broad, but inherently inter-related areas -  a shift in socio-political 
attitudes towards young people’s sexuality and sexual behaviour, and the depoliticisation of 
school-based sex education as a party-political policy issue.
As discussed above, the Dutch attitude towards young people and their sexuality has been key to 
their approach to a range of issues relating to sexual health, including school-based sex 
education. Whilst this cultural shift was linked to a number of other factors (see above), there 
seems to be no reason why a similar shift could not occur in England and Wales -  indeed, 
arguably this process, albeit difficult and slow to achieve in the context of the adversarial political 
context, is already beginning to occur.
Indeed, within the British socio-political environment, a key precipitator to move this process 
forward more quickly and fundamentally would be a clearer stand from the government in which 
the acceptance of young people’s sexuality and sexual activity is more clearly stated. Whilst the 
establishment of the Social Exclusion Unit, the publication of the Teenage Pregnancy Report and 
the activities of the Teenage Pregnancy Unit constitute significant steps in the right direction, it is 
a shame that with the publication of the TPR which occurred at the beginning of their first term of 
office, the New Labour Government did not take more of a stand.
Although the Teenage Pregnancy Report recognises the reality of young people’s sexual 
behaviour; draws upon international research evidence; and consulted a range of interested 
parties -  including young people and various organisations working in the area -  the fact that the 
Report itself and the new SRE guidance continues to be framed by discourses of prevention and 
appropriateness, constitutes a failure on the part of the British government to ‘take the bull by the 
horns’.
In the SRE Guidance for example, continued references to “reasons for delaying sexual activity”, 
for example, is counter-productive and misleading. Firstly, as discussed in Chapter 2, there is no 
evidence to suggest that emphasising delaying sexual activity in SRE serves to do precisely that, 
as Abstinence campaigns in the USA are good illustration of (see Blake & Francis 2001). 
Secondly, it serves to reinforce and perpetuate the obstructive and constraining climate in which 
young people’s sexuality is portrayed as problematic and undesirable. In light of the comments
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made by the focus-group participants (see Chapter 4), such perceptions and the related and 
reinforcing laws and regulations which exist to prevent ‘too early’ sexual practices, may in fact, 
serve to encourage, rather than curb sexual activity.
Inherently related is the continued, and arguably strengthened references to marriage, 
relationships and sexual orientations made in the most recent guidance. Placing a clear emphasis 
on marriage stigmatises sections of the population who do not adhere which is clearly inconsistent 
with the ethnic constitution of contemporary England and Wales. It would seem more useful to 
discuss relationships in more positive and inclusive terms, such as emphasising reciprocity, 
honesty, respect, trust, self-esteem etc, rather than to implicitly encourage stigmatisation and 
prejudice.
Other examples of where the government seems to have missed an opportunity is in the effective 
utilisation of a vibrant and dedicated professional non-government sector. Although a range of 
opinions were included in consultation for the publication of the TPR, and there is an increasing 
role for NGOs in the various aspects included in the Action Plan, the government continues to 
maintain control. As such, the level of agency which organisations such as the Sex Education 
Forum, the Family Planning Association and Brook Advisory Centres have is not as great as it 
could be.
Thirdly is the role of the media. The TPR outlines a National Media Campaign to reinforce the 
other elements of the Action Plan, which although is positive in some respects — for example there 
are more adverts concerning the availability of contraception on both radio and in magazines now 
than was the case when this project began four years ago -  these themselves have underlying 
connotations which are disturbing. For example, an advert which has appeared in magazines 
such as ‘Sugari and ‘J17’ contains the following text:
“Is everyone in the whole world having sex except me? Short answer: no. Listen to you mates 
talking and this might be hard to believe, but: most girls don’t actually have full sex until 
they’re (...wait for it... drum roll...) at least Seventeen. Seventeen?! That’s middle aged if 
you’re fourteen and all your friends are banging on about what they were up to on a Saturday 
night while you were happily holding hands. And its retirement age if your boyfriend’s pushing 
you to have sex because you’re the only girl he knows who won’t (or so he says). But its true 
-  and lots of perfectly healthy girls with a perfectly healthy interest in boys wait longer. The 
fact is lots of people lie about when they first have sex. Because it’s a lot easier than doing it 
when you know you’re not ready. So you’re not weird if you’re not having sex yet -  and you’re 
not frigid. You’re normal. Ever heard that girls mature faster than boys? Deciding when you 
have sex is one of the ways it shows.” (see Appendix 3, page 223, for full advert)
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This text is clearly couched around delaying sexual activity rather than encouraging the effective 
use of contraception amongst those who already are sexually active. As such, it prompts the 
question of how a 14 or 15 year old young person who has had sexual intercourse would feel 
reading this advert. In terms of attempting to prevent the incidence of unintended pregnancies 
amongst its readers, this advert seems to contribute negligibly. Rather, it implicitly suggests that 
young people's friends are liars and arguably raises barriers between young men and women 
rather than serving to encourage an environment in which they can speak honestly and openly 
with one another.
Specifically in relation to the provision of school-based sex education, a particularly important 
point to reiterate is that it remains non-statutory. While this thesis has not shown this to be a factor 
in the Dutch case, in the current British context, where the government goes to significant lengths 
to define and promote appropriate behaviours and maintains responsibility for school-based sex 
education, it would seem that calls made from the professional community -  including Family 
Planning Association and the Sex Education Forum -  to make it statutory, should perhaps be 
heeded. It seems inherently contradictory to assume the authority to prescribe a universally 
applicable set of moral values on the one hand, whilst not having the political courage to stand by 
it. Perhaps the government realises that to make school-based sex education statutory would 
require the establishment of a formal curriculum which in turn would require a specific and clear 
description of what ‘sex education’ is, how and what it should teach and with what achievable 
aims. As such, a clear political stand would be required for this to happen. In the continued 
politicised, polarised and public climate this neither has nor seems likely to happen. As such, I 
would argue that it would be more constructive to depoliticise the whole process, rather than to 
merely make superficial policy changes which fail to challenge the underlying negative 
perceptions which the thesis has shown to have an impact on the provision of school-based sex 
education and the way young people experience and evaluate it.
8.4. Methodological Implications
A subsidiary aim of the thesis was to assess the process of conducting comparative cross­
national research, with a particular focus on the case-oriented approach and the effect of a 
bilingual researcher on the process. This section discusses these issues in the context of the 
thesis’ methodological limitations and concludes by identifying areas requiring further research.
Methodological Limitations of the Thesis
A number of obstacles were encountered throughout the research process which made it difficult 
to obtain directly comparable data and as such, it was not possible to achieve all the research
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aims. The issue of whether it is ever possible to obtain directly comparable data is discussed 
below. However, this Section acknowledges the thesis' methodological limitations.
As outlined in Chapter 3, in order to maximise the likelihood of reaching ‘saturation’, the original 
intention was to consult more young people with experience of living in both countries in the 
focus-group stage and to involve at least 10 young men and 10 young women living in each 
country recruited from a number of different schools in the interview stage. Whilst there are a 
number of interesting reasons for the failure to secure a larger sample, it must be acknowledged 
that the generalisability of the findings and interpretations of the Interview, focus-group and school 
sex education materials are somewhat limited.
Whilst attempts were made to obtain directly comparable samples of schools and respondents, 
certain practical considerations and access obstacles meant that this was not possible within the 
fieldwork time-scale. Indeed, the issue of where the researcher is based and the resources 
available for travelling abroad for research purposes are very pertinent. While the ability to speak 
Dutch facilitated the process of negotiating access to schools (see below), the fact that this was 
done via telephone, letter and email rather than ‘face-to-face’ as was the case with the English 
schools, arguably made it harder to secure participation of those who were initially sceptical. Had 
more time and finances been available more Dutch schools may have been recruited.
Nevertheless, as illustrated above, elements from primary and secondary data point in similar 
directions and as such it has been possible to begin to construct theories and make policy 
recommendations, and as such while the limitations have affected the thesis, not to the extent that 
it has not been useful. There are, however, certain areas which require further research as a 
result of these limitations, which are discussed below.
As such, it is clear that unforeseen circumstances can affect the ability to conduct direct 
comparisons and that therefore, as discussed further below, a flexible approach to the research 
design is a necessary component of the process.
Conducting case-oriented cross-national comparative research
As discussed in Chapter 3, conducting direct and systematic qualitative cross-national 
comparison may be ontologically inappropriate given the extent to which developments are 
culturally specific. Indeed, the substantive findings of the thesis clearly illustrate how inherent the 
characteristics underlying policy development and experience are. The research process has 
highlighted a number of issues which require particular consideration when embarking on cross­
national comparative research.
Firstly is the debate around variable- as opposed to case-oriented approaches. The thesis 
adopted a case-oriented approach in order to illustrate the contemporary utility of gaining a 
detailed comparative understanding of the factors influencing two cases. Indeed, as illustrated
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above, the thesis has succeeded in identifying a number of key differences operating on several 
levels, and has constructed an historical socio-political interpretation of both the determinants and 
implications of those differences. However, due to both the nature of the key differences identified 
and the obstacles encountered in gaining access to primary data, it has not been possible or 
necessary to conduct truly ‘direct’ comparisons.
As such, it is argued that traditional methodological understandings of case-oriented comparative 
research may not be universally applicable; rather, comparing the policy experiences of two or 
more countries in detail necessitates a looser research design which allows for change according 
to the incremental findings and obstacles encountered. Therefore, the thesis illustrates that while 
it is crucial to be aware of methodological traditions in conceptualising, designing and conducting 
research, it is not necessarily the case that it is either possible or necessary to adhere to a 
particular methodological protocol. Indeed, had this approach been taken the directions which 
were taken would arguably not have been possible.
The Advantages of a Bilingual Researcher
The use of a bilingual researcher had a number of positive implications on the focus of the thesis 
and the depth and nature of the analysis. Firstly being able to read Dutch meant a wide range of 
secondary data could be collected and interpreted. This was particularly useful in the historical 
literature review of the development of the Dutch state in that a number of primary sources written 
in Dutch could be directly accessed. In addition in meant that full use of the internet as a resource, 
particularly in relation to the Dutch government publications relating to the provision of the primary 
and secondary school curricular and examples of non-government organisations activities.
Secondly, being able to speak Dutch meant that primary data in the form of focus-groups and 
interviews could be collected in respondents native language, meaning that the source data could 
be used directly in the analysis. As a result, translations were made at the latter stages of writing 
up the thesis, ensuring that the risk of losing meaning through the process of translation was 
minimised.
Thirdly, having Dutch and English parentage and having spent a considerable amount of time 
visiting and living in the Netherlands meant that a higher degree of ‘cultural understanding’ of both 
countries was held than may often be the case. Although it is not possible to ‘measure’ the impact 
of this directly and it remains arguable as to the effect this had on the ‘objectivity’ of the analysis, it 
certainly facilitated the interpretation process in the sense that concepts and phrases used to 
describe the Netherlands and its approach to various phenomena were almost as well-known as 
those relating to England and Wales. As such, the relatively comparable ‘insider’ or ‘native’ back­
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ground knowledge concerning both countries arguably resulted in the risk of being biased towards 
one or the other being limited.
These three elements relating to using a bilingual researcher, then, clearly had implications on the 
focus, depth and interpretation of the thesis, and while they did not always succeed in overcoming 
the obstacles encountered, can clearly be seen to have facilitated the process and added a level 
of interpretation which may not have been achievable otherwise.
Further Research Directions
In light of the above discussions, a number of areas for future research arising from the thesis can 
be identified. Firstly, it would clearly be useful to replicate the primary phase on both a larger and 
more representative scale. This would enable the emerging conclusions of the thesis to be further 
explored and contextualised.
Similarly, having illustrated the utility of reaching a detailed understanding of how broad socio­
political, cultural, economic and historical factors contribute to interpreting policy developments 
and their implications, it would be useful to conduct similar research looking at other countries 
experience of school-based sex education. This would place the findings of the thesis in a broader 
context, thereby adding to substantive debates around the determinants and implications of 
‘teenage pregnancy' as well as methodological debates around cross-national comparative 
research. Particular countries which would be useful to consider in light of their comparative 
‘teenage pregnancy’ rates (see Chapter 1) may include other English speaking countries -  USA, 
Canada, Australia -  and Scandinavian countries -  particularly Finland, Sweden, Denmark.
Although as argued above the thesis has contributed to the understanding of school-based sex 
education as a factor in ‘teenage pregnancy’, there are clearly a number of other key influences 
(see Chapter 2). As such, it would be useful to take a similar historico-cultural approach to these 
aspects in order to gain a wider understanding of the socio-political, cultural and economic 
influences on the range of determinants. The findings of the thesis directly point towards the 
provision of contraception; the use of the media in disseminating safer sex messages; and the 
influence of socio-economic factors.
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APPENDIX 1 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
*Note this is the Interview Schedule used for young women living in England.
1 am studying at the University of Surrey in Guildford and am doing some research 
about young people’s sexual behaviour and attitudes and 1 am very interested in what 
you have to tell me. It is important that you answer the questions as truthfully as 
possible so that 1 can get a real understanding of what young people do and think. 
There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers -1  just want to know what you think and a bit 
about your experiences. There are some questions which are quite personal, and if at 
any time you want to stop with the interview or if there are any questions which you 
don’t want to answer, then just tell me and that is fine. However, 1 would appreciate it 
if you would tell me as much as possible.
1 would like to tape record the interview so that 1 don’t have to write dovm or try and 
remember what you tell me, but this interview is totally confidential and 1 will not let 
anyone hear the tape or tell anyone your name. When 1 have finished my research 1 
will destroy the tape.
Section A  : Fam ily Background
First of all I want to ask you a bit about your family.
Q Al Which adults do vou stav with at home?
(mum &  dad /  mum /  dad /  mum &. step-dad /  
dad and step-mum / other guardian / in  care)
If IN CARE go toQ A5
- QA2 What does vour (stevhnotlier /  (stev)father /  2uardian do?
(ask fo r  a ll adults living at home)
If UNEMPLOYED ask for how long
Q How old is vour (stev)mother /  (stev)father /  suardianl
(ask fo r  a ll adults living at home)
- Q A4 Look at this card (show card A ll -  which did vour (step)mother /  
(step) father /  2uardian do?
(ask fo r  a ll adults living at home)
Card Al
a) Leave school at 16 (or younger)
b) Get any ‘O’ levels
c) Get any ‘A’ levels
d) Go to college
e) Go to university
f) Get a degree
g)Get any other qualification -  not a degree (e.g. HND, teaching qualification
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Q A5 Do vou have any brothers and sisters? If NO go to Q Al O
- QA6 How old are they?
- Q A7 What are they doing?
- QA8 How well would vou say vou got on with them?
- QA9 Do vou feel vou can talk to them about private and personal things?
If YES
- Q A9.1 Do vou sneak with them about such things often?
If NO
- Q A 9.2 How do vou feel about not talking with them about these thirips?
- Q AlO Do vou have to ask permission to go out in the evening?
- Q A ll Do vou have to be back bv a certain time in the evening?
- QA12 Does anybody stav up until vou get home?
- QA13 Do vou have to tell anyone where vou are going in the evening?
- QA14 How well would vou sav vou get on with vour (steplmother /  (stev)father
/  siiardianl
(ask fo r  a ll adidts living at home)
- QA4.1 Why?
- Q A15 Do vou feel vou can talk with vour (step)mother /  (step) father /  suardian 
about very private and personal things?
(ask fo r  a ll adults living at home)
If YES
- Q A15.1 How often would vou sav vou do this?
If NO
- Q A15.2 How do vou feel about not being able to talk with them?
FOR PEOPLE LIVING IN CARE ONLY
- Q A16 Do vou feel vou can talk about very private and personal things with 
anyone that vou live with?
If YES
- Q A 16.1 How often would vou sav vou do this?
If NO
- Q A16.2 How do vou feel about not being able to talk with them?
Section B : Educational H istory
I now want to ask you a bit about school, exams and what you want to do 
when you leave school.
- QBl What is vour favourite subject at school?
- QBl.l Why?
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- QB2 Which subjects are vou taking at the moment?
- QB3 Whv are vou taking these subjects?
- QB4 How manv GCSE’s do vou think vou will get?
- If ALL go to QB5
- IF NOT ALL
- QB4.1 Which ones?
- Q B4.2 Whv don’t vou think vou will get the others?
- Q B5 What are vou planning to do when vou’ve finished school?
(get job / go to college / stay at school / don’t know)
- IF JOB
- QB6 What kind of job would vou like to get?
- QB6.1 Whv?
- QB6.2 Do vou think vou will get (this kind o f  job)?
- Q B6.3 Whv?
- Q B7 Do vou think there is anv chance vou will stav on at school or go to 
college after vour GCSEs?
- QB7.1 Whv?
If SCHOOL/COLLEGE
- Q B8 What do vou want to do at school / college?
- QB8.1 Whv?
- Q B9 How long do vou think vou will stav at college?
Q BIO What do vou want to do after you’ve finished college?
If DON’T KNOW go to Q
- QBlO.l Whv?
- Q B10.2 Do vou think vou will achieve this?
- IF DON’T KNOW
- Q B ll Do vou see vourself going to college or getting a job?
- Q B il l  Whv/whvnot?
I’m now going to ask you some questions about what you think you’ll be 
doing in a few years time...
- QB12 How likelv is it that vou will be in a secure job in 2 vears time?
- Q B13 How likelv is it that vou will be living with a bovfiiend/husband in two 
vears time?
- QB14 How likelv is it that vou will be on a training scheme in two vears time?
(Skillseekers/Vocational Courses...)
- QB15 How likelv is it that vou will be at college or university in two vears time?
210
Q B16 How likelv is it that you will be in a steady relationship with someone in 
two vears time?
Q B17 What do vou see vourself doing in ten vears time?
- Q B17.1 Is that what vou want to be doing?
- Q B17.2 Whv?
Section C : Learning about sex - school
Now I want to ask you some questions about learning about sex.
- Q C l First of all can vou tell me about the first time vou became aware of sex?
(probe -  how old / what knew / how 
found out / how felt etc.)
Now I want to ask you about the sex and relationships education you have 
had at school.
- Q C2 Have vou ever had anv sex or relationships education at school?
- Q C3 How old were vou the first time vou had anv sex education at school?
(if can’t remember ask for approximation)
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Now I’m going to read out a list of different topics which are sometimes 
talked about in sex and relationships education classes. Can you tell me 
whether each of these topics has been covered at school, and if they have, a 
bit about what was said and what you thought about it.
(probe about riglit timing for each / content / 
style / usefulness / satisfaction etc.)
Puberty
(boys & girls)
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Menstruation
(separate/together)
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Reproduction
(human/animal)
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Fertility Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Pregnancy Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Childbirth Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Contraception
(condom usage)
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
STIs & HIV/AIDS Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Parenting Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Family Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Cohabitation Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Communication 
with partner
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Relationships Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Sexual abuse Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Saying ‘no’ to sex Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Moral / religions 
context
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Homosexuality Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Lesbianism Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
General sexual 
pleasure
Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Masturbation Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Societal norms Never
had
5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
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Q C5 Can vou think of anything else which we haven’t mentioned which was 
covered in vour sex education at school?
Q C6 What do vou think about the wav sex and relationships education was 
taught at school?
(format -  PSE? Teachers /style)
Q C7 In general what do vou think about the sex education vou have had at 
school?
Section D: Learning about sex -  home
Now I want to ask you a bit about learning about sex from your parents 
and family.
- Q D1 Has vour [mother /  female £uardianl ever spoken to vou about anvthing to 
do with sex and relationships?
If NO go to Q D5
If YES
- Q D l.l Think about the first time you spoke with her
Did she bring it up or did vou?
If SHE
QD1.2 How old were vou the first time she brought it up? 
Q D1.3 What did she sav?
(probe fo r  as much information as poss.) 
Q D1.4 What kinds of things did vou talk about?
Q D1.5 How did vou feel about talking with her at the 
time?
If YOU
- QD2 How old were vou the first time vou brought it up?
- QD2.1 Whv did vou bring it u p ?
- Q D2.2 What did vou sav?
- QD2.3 What kinds of things did vou talk about?
- Q D2.4 How did vou feel about talking with her at the
time?
QD3 How often do vou talk with her about sex and relationships?
Q D3.1 What kinds of things do vou talk about?
Q D4 How comfortable do vou feel talking about sex with vour (stephnother /  
female suardian?
- Q D4.1 Whv do vou feel this wav?
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If NO
If NO
If YES
Q D5 Has she ever brought anvthing about sex and relationships
m2
QD5.1 Whv do vou think she has never brought it up?
Q D5.2 How do vou feel about the fact that she has never brought 
it up?
QD5.3 What did she sav?
QD5.4 How did vou feel when she brought it up?
Q D6 Have you ever tried sneaking to her about anvthing to do with sex 
and relationships?
If YES
If NO
QD6.1 What did vou sav to her? 
QD6.2 What did she sav?
QD6.3 How did vou feel about that?
QD6.4 Whv not?
I’m now going to ask you the same questions about your father/male 
guardian
- Q D7 Has vour [father / male suardianl ever spoken to vou about anythinp tn dn 
with sex and relationships?
If NO go to Q D5
If YES
If HE
Q D7.1 Did he bring it up or did vou?
QD7.2 How old were vou the first time he brought it up? 
Q D7.3 What did he sav?
(probe fo r  as much information as poss.) 
QD7.4 What kinds of things did vou talk about?
Q D7.5 How did vou feel about talking with him at the 
time?
If YOU
- QD8 How old were vou the first time vou brought it up?
- QD8.1 Whv did vou bring it up?
- Q D8.2 What did vou sav?
- Q D8.3 What kinds of things did vou talk about?
- Q D8.4 How did vou feel about talking with him at the
time?
QD9 How often do vou talk with him about sex and relationships?
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Q D9.1 What kinds of things do vou talk about?
Q DIO How comfortable do vou feel talking about sex with vour (stev)father /  
male suardian?
Q DlO.l Whv do vou feel this wav?
If NO
If NO
If YES
Q D ll Has he ever brought anvthing about sex and relationships 
up?
Q D ll.l  Whv do vou think he has never brought it up?
Q D11.2 How do you feel about the fact that he has never brought 
it up?
Q D11.3 What did he sav?
QD11.4 How did vou feel when he brought it up?
- QD12 Have you ever tried speaking to him about anvthing to do with sex 
and relationships?
If YES
Q D12.1 What did vou sav to him?
Q D12.2 What did he sav?
- Q D12.3 How did vou feel about that?
If NO
QD12.4 Whv not?
- Q D13 H o w  about vour brothers/sisters -  have vou ever spoken with them about 
anvthing to do with sex and relationships?
If YES
Q D13.1 Who has brought it u p ?
- Q D13.2 What kinds of things have vou spoken about?
- QD13.3 Do vou think vou have learnt anything from them?
- QD13.4 Do vou think they have learnt anything from vou?
- QD13.5 Do you feel comfortable talking with them about these thinps?
Q D13.6 Whv do vou feel this wav?
If NO
QD14 Whv have vou never spoken to them about these thinM? 
QD14.1 Have vou tried speaking to them?
Q D14.2 Would vou like to speak with them?
Q D14.3 Whv/whv not?
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Section E ; Learning about sex -  media
Now I want to talk about learning about sex from other places -  first of all 
magazines.
- Q El Do vou read anv magazines regularly?
If NO go to Q E4 
If YES
- Q E l.l Which ones?
Q E l.2 Whv do vou read those ones?
- Q E1.3 What do vou like about them in particular?
- QE1.4 Do they contain anv useful information about sex and relationships?
If YES
- Q E2 What kind of useful information do they provide?
Q E2.1 Would vou sav you’d leamt anvthing about sex and 
relationships hrom reading these magazines?
If NO
- QE3 Do they contain anvthing about sex and relationships?
- Q E3.1 Whv don’t vou think this kind of thing is useful?
If NO
Q E4 Whv don’t vou read anv magazines?
- Q E5 Have vou ever read anv magazines?
(probefor which ones / when /w ha t thought of)
If NO gotoQES  
If YES
- Q E6 Do you remember if they had anv information on sex and 
relationships in them?
If NO go to Q E8 
If YES
- QE7 What kind of things did they have in them?
- Q E7.1 Was this useful?
- Q E7.2 Whv/whv not?
- Q E8 D o you think magazines are good places to have sex education for young 
people in them?
- Q E8.1 Whv?
- Q E9 Ok, what about the television -  do vou think that television provides anv 
sex and relationships education?
If NO go to Q E 12 
If YES
- Q ElO What kind of programmes provide sex and relationships 
education?
- Q E ll Do they provide anv useful information?
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If NO goto Q 12 
If YES
- Q E ll.l  What kind of things?
- Q E 12 Have vou ever seen anv leaflets or booklets which contain anv sex education 
information? (ask for details, what thought of etc.)
Section F : Sexual H istory
I now want to ask you about your relationships and sexual behaviour.
- Q FI Have vou ever kissed a bov or man using tongues?
If NO go to Q F4 
If YES
- Q F l.l How old were vou the first time this happened?
Q FI .2 How old was he?
- Q F2 Can vou tell me a bit about the circumstances leading up to this happening?
(location / drunk / stoned etc.)
- Q F3 How did vou feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at about the 
right time -  or too early?)
- Q F4 Have vou ever touched a bov or man’s genitals (private partsV with vour 
hands?
If NO go to QF7 
If YES
- QF4.1 How old were vou the first time this happened?
Q F4.2 How old was he?
- Q F5 Can vou tell me a bit about the circumstances leading up to this happening? 
(location / drunk / stoned etc.)
- Q F6 How did vou feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at 
about the right time -  or too 
early?)
- QF7 Has a bov or man ever touched vour genitals (private parts) with his hands?
IfNOgotoQFlO  
If YES
- QF7.1 How old were vou the first time this happened?
- Q F7.2 How old was he?
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Q F8 Can you tell me a bit about the circumstances leading up to this happening? 
(location / drunk / stoned etc.)
- Q F9 How did you feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at about the 
right time -  or too early?)
- QFIO Have you ever given oral sex to a bov or man?
(your mouth touching his genitals/private parts)?
If NO go to Q F24 
If YES
- Q FI0.1 How old were you the first time this happened?
- Q F10.2 How old was he?
Q FIX Can you tell me a bit about the circumstances leading u p  to this 
happening? (location / drunk / stoned etc.)
Q F12 How did you feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at 
about the right time -  or too 
early?)
- Q F13 Has a boy or man ever given you oral sex (his mouth touching your 
genitals/private parts)?
If NO go to QGl 
If YES
- Q F13.1 How old were you the first time this happened?
- Q F13.2 How old was he?
Q F14 Can you tell me a bit about the circumstances leading up to this 
happening? (location / drunk / stoned etc.)
- Q F15 How did you feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at about the 
right time -  or too early?)
- O FI 6 Have you ever had sexual intercourse with a boy or man?
(a boy/man putting his penis into a 
girl/woman’s vagina -  or ‘going the 
whole way’)
If NO go to Q F18 
If YES
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- Q F16.1 How old were you the first time?
- Q FI 6.2 How old was he?
Q F17 Can you tell me a bit about the circumstances leading up to this 
happening?
(relationship / one night stand / location / 
drunk / stoned etc.)
Q F18 How did you feel about this happening at the time?
(do you think it happened at about the 
right time -  or too early?)
Q F19 Which of these statements best describes how the first time you had sexual 
intercourse came about?
(show card F2)
Card F2
a) It just happened on the spur of the moment
b) I expected it to happen soon, but was not sure when
c) I planned it to happen beforehand (but not together)
d) We pianned it together beforehand
e) It was completely unexpected
f) Can’t remember
Q F20 Would you say that you were both equally willing to have sexual 
intercourse the first time, or was one of you more willing than the other?
If ONE MORE WILLING
- Q F20.1) Who was more willing?
- Both equally willing go to Q F21
- Respondent more willing go to Q F21
- Partner more willing go to Q F20.2
- Can’t remember go to Q F21
Q F20.2 Would you say ... read out
that you were also willing 
or that you had to be persuaded 
or. that you were forced?
(probe )
Q F21 If your partner was doing something sexual that you didn’t want to do. 
how comfortable would you feel about telling them to stop?
- Q F 21.1 Haye you ever done this?
Q F22 Have you ever asked a sexual partner what they particularly enioy?
Q F23 Haye you ever told a sexual partner what you particularly enioy?
0  F 24 Haye you ever done anything sexual that you didn’t really want to do?
O F 25 In general do you or your partner usually start sexual activity?
Q F26 How many men/boys have you ever had sexual intercourse with?
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Section G : Contraceptive Usage
Now I w ant to talk  a bit about using contraception.
- Q G1 Have you ever spoken with your friends about using contraception? (what 
was said / how felt / when)
- Q G2 Have you ever spoken to your friends about using condoms? (what was 
said / how felt / when)
- Q G3 Have you ever bought condoms? (where / when / with whom / how feel)
- Q G3.1 Have you ever got condoms from a clinic or drop in centre? (where / 
when / with whom / how feel)
Q G3.2 Have you ever practised handling a condom on your own? (when / 
why / how feel)
IF NOT HAD SEXUAL INTERCOURSE FO TO O HI 
IF HAD SEXUAL INTERCOURSE
Now I want to talk about the first person you had sexual intercourse 
with.
- Q G4 Did you or your partner use any form of contraception or do anythin g to 
protect yourselves the first time you had sexual intercourse?
IF NO GO TOQG5  
IF YES
Q G4.1 Why did you decide to use contraception?
- Q G4.2 Which kind of contraception did you use?
- Q G4.3 Why did you use ftvpe o f contracevtion usedll
- Q G4.4 Did you think about using any other type of contraception?
- Q G4.5 Where did you get ftvpe o f  contracevtion used] from the first 
time you had sexual intercourse?
if obtained self Q G4.6 how did you feel about going to get it? GO TO Q G6
IF NO
- Q G5 Did you think about using any contraception?
- Q G5.1 Why did you decide not to use any contraception?
- Q G5.2 How did you feel at the time about not using any contraceptio
- Q G5.3 How do you feel now about not using contraception the first time ymi
had sexual intercourse?
2 2 0
- Q G5.3.1 Why do you feel [whatever term usedll
- Q G6 Did you talk about using contraception with your partner before the first 
time you had sexual intercourse?
IF NO GO TO QG8 
IF YES
- Q G7 How long before you first had sexual intercourse did you talk about 
contraception?
- Q G7.1 Who brought it up?
- Q G7.2 What did you talk about?
- Q G7.3 What was decided?
- Q G7.4 How did you feel about talking about it?
- Q G7.5 Were you happy with the outcome of the discussion (what he said)?
If NO
- Q G8 did you want to talk about it?
IF NO GO TO Q G9
IF YES Q G8.1 Why didn’t you talk about it?
Q G8.2 How did you feel about not talking about it?
IF NO
- Q G9 Why didn’t you want to talk about it?
- Q GIO Do you think now that you should have talked about it?
2 2 l
